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PREFACE TO THE 
_ FIFTH EDITION 


Kass and Religious Belief, now in its fifth edition, has been linked for over 
two decades to the noteworthy progress made in the field of philosophy of 
religion. From our first edition, published in 1991, the field has continued 
to grow and attract scholars and students. We originally conceived of this 
project as a survey and discussion of key arguments and positions that con- 
stitute the great, ongoing dialogue in the field, tracing it from classical to 
contemporary thinkers. Each new edition of this book, then, is designed to 
reflect any new arguments and positions that are appropriate to an introduc- 
tory treatment. We are very grateful for the reception that the book has had 
through successive editions—a fact that we take to show that it continues to 
serve those who use it. 

The preparation of this edition benefited greatly from very helpful sug- 
gestions from James Cain, Kevin Carnahan, John Craw, Paul Hughes, Harold 
Netland, Clyde Ragland, and Dan Stiver. As always, Robert Miller, our editor, 
provided advice and insight along the way. We also gratefully acknowledge 
editorial assistants Emily Krupin and Kristin Maffei for their efforts toward 
the successful completion of this project. We have continued to keep each edi- 
tion of this text closely coordinated with our other Oxford text, Philosophy of 
Religion: Selected Readings (4th ed.), for the benefit of all who use both. 


Asbury Theological Seminary M.P. 
Huntington University W.H. 
Augsburg College B.R. 
Roberts Wesleyan College D.B. 
November 2011 
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INTRODUCTION 





Since the 1970s, interest in philosophy of religion has exploded. “God is 
making a comeback,” announced a Time magazine cover article that reported 
on factors leading to this resurgence of philosophical interest in religion. In 
the past several decades, philosophers have brought new techniques to bear 
on traditional problems and have pioneered new territory as well, infusing 
new vitality into the philosophical study of religion. The issues involved are 
both serious and important—and this text organizes, surveys, and discusses 
them in a clear and accessible way. 

This text introduces you to the basic issues and options in the exciting 
field of philosophy of religion. It is a very comprehensive treatment of phi- 
losophy of religion—one that is current, historically aware, theologically 
informed, and philosophically challenging. We assume no background in 
philosophy on the part of the reader, making this study suitable for under- 
graduate, graduate, and seminary students with no previous exposure to 
philosophy. Thoughtful readers apart from any formal course setting will 
also find our approach to be helpful. Although designed for basic coverage 
in philosophy of religion, this text presents a good deal of general philos- 
ophy along the way, supplying helpful background about major philosoph- 
ical positions and arguments. 

Our strategy is to distill and discuss the main issues in philosophy of 
religion, participating in the continuing dialogue that occupies the primary 
literature. We invite you, as a student, to join the great discussion and debate 
about the rational appraisal of religion that has fascinated many important 
philosophers through the centuries. Our aim is to help you understand the 
structure of the issues—their logic, what is at stake, and the main options. 
Our goal is to help you form reasonable opinions about the issues and to 
continue to think about them in meaningful and helpful ways. 


2 Introduction 


To draw you in to the issues covered in each chapter, we begin with a 
concrete story, example, or quotation and then develop the larger discus- 
sion. We encourage thoughtful response on your part as we strive for clarity, 
friendliness, and fairness in our presentation of the material. Although there 
is a logical order in the sequence of chapters, your instructor may assign 
chapters in some other order for the purposes of the class. Supplementary 
readings of original works can be coordinated with the individual chapters. 
A collection of these readings is found in our Philosophy of Religion: Selected 
Readings (Oxford, 2010; hereinafter PRSR 4e), which closely parallels the 
structure of the present text and is often used in conjunction with it. Another 
thing you should know about this text is that it includes study questions 
at the end of each chapter to facilitate classroom discussion as well as pri- 
vate review. Suggested reading is included for each topic so that you can 
pursue the issues in your own research. Helpful indexes and a glossary are 
included at the end. 

Since the longstanding interest among Western philosophers has been 
in theism, this text is devoted largely to the issues related to the view that 
there exists a Supreme Spiritual Being, transcendent from the world, who 
is omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good, and who created every- 
thing else. This view, known more precisely as classical theism, is shared 
by the major Western theistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). 
Although we treat many issues pertaining to classical theism, we also con- 
sider some issues pertaining to specifically Christian theism because many 
contemporary analytic philosophers of religion focus so much attention to 
it. At appropriate points, we also explore how the issues here apply to other 
major religions and theological conceptions, thus acquainting students to 
some degree with Hinduism, Buddhism, and other non-Western traditions. 
At points, we also explore the feminist voice on key issues. This approach 
provides some degree of context and comparison that is helpful in an intro- 
ductory study. 

Although we make the most minimal assumptions about our readers’ 
familiarity with the religious traditions or theological conceptions examined 
here, our readers will find it helpful to be somewhat acquainted with Western 
religious faith and the sorts of beliefs that are characteristic of theistic reli- 
gions generally. Therefore, we supply exposition of these beliefs along the 
way so that even the neophyte can quickly grasp the ideas involved. Beyond 
this, we do not assume that readers are theists or religious believers of any 
persuasion. 

This text is designed to cover all of the issues that are treated in stand- 
ard philosophy of religion texts and several topics that are rarely treated but 
are frequently requested by many instructors. In Chapter 1, we begin by sur- 
veying the pervasive religiosity of the human race and explaining what a 
philosophical examination of religion is. Chapter 2 confronts the issue of 
whether religious beliefs or claims refer to any supernatural reality or per- 
form some other function in virtue of which we assess their usefulness. 
Chapter 3 examines what is perhaps for many people their most familiar 
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and concrete contact with religion—religious experience. We examine such 
questions as whether there is a common core or structure to all religious 
experiences and whether these experiences can serve to justify religious 
beliefs. We move beyond experience in Chapter 4 and consider whether 
religious commitments are subject to rational evaluation. After looking at 
two extreme positions—hard rationalism and fideism—we adopt a posture 
that we call “critical rationalism.” Critical rationalism is committed to the 
analysis and evaluation of religious beliefs but does not maintain that these 
beliefs are subject to conclusive proof or disproof. The following two chap- 
ters address arguments about God’s existence. 

In Chapter 5, we present and examine the standard arguments for the 
existence of God, the main fare of natural theology, as well as some new lines 
of reasoning, such as the anthropic argument. These arguments continue to 
fascinate and challenge those who think about the rational support for the- 
istic belief. As we reflect on this enterprise of giving reasons for theistic be- 
lief in Chapter 6, we consider whether belief in God needs to rest on rational 
argument or whether it can be “basic” in the framework of our beliefs. 

We devote Chapter 7 to the attributes traditionally associated with the 
theistic deity, attributes that define more precisely the Being that is the sub- 
ject of further argument and debate. We do not neglect, however, the trench- 
ant critique of the traditional concept of deity offered by process thinkers. It 
is natural, then, to explore in Chapter 8 the fascinating discussion that has 
taken place since the early 1990s about God's relation to the world, a topic 
that involves pondering the nature and extent of divine knowledge and the 
nature of divine action in the world. 

In the two chapters that follow, we focus on the implications of how 
God acts in our world for two very significant related issues: the problem 
of evil and the possibility of miracles. Chapter 9 develops and evaluates the 
problem of evil as the most serious rational objection to belief in this kind 
of deity. Chapter 10 examines the key philosophical problems related to the 
concept of miracles: the difficulty of definition, the issue of whether miracles 
are possible, and the issue of whether we can identify whether a miracle has 
occurred. 

The next several chapters treat a variety of important issues. Chapter 
11 focuses on the problem of life after death. In this chapter, we show how 
concepts of postmortem survival vary with views of the human self and 
scrutinize several arguments for the reality of life after death. In Chapter 12 
we pause, step back, and reflect on the fact that for many chapters we have 
been employing human language in relation to the divine. Here we raise the 
question about how human words can meaningfully apply to God and dis- 
cuss various important theories of religious language, including a feminist 
theory. Chapter 13 looks closely at the relation of religion and science, a topic 
not often covered in philosophy of religion texts but one that is hotly debated 
in contemporary culture. We try in this chapter to bring order to the contro- 
versy by creating a taxonomy of different ways the science-religion relation 
has been conceived. In the following chapter, we take up an increasingly 
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pressing issue: the problem of religious diversity. This subject alone is in- 
spiring numerous new courses in colleges and universities as students seek 
to be more informed about other cultures, including their religious orien- 
tations. Here, in Chapter 14, we explore problems related to the truth and 
salvific character of the various living religions. In Chapter 15, we examine 
the connection between religion and ethics, raising such questions about 
whether ethical norms can originate in God and whether religion offers a 
distinctive vision of human moral fulfillment. 

Chapter 16, the final one in the book, serves as a capstone to our ex- 
ploration of the philosophy of religion, summarizing the main lessons to 
be learned and inviting readers to continue to think hard about the ideas, 
issues, and arguments. At that point in your study, you will have had expo- 
sure to challenging ideas as well as careful analysis of those ideas, to argu- 
ments for important positions as well as counterarguments against those 
positions. 

We are convinced that the positive impact an introductory study has 
on readers is determined not only by what particular issues are covered but 
also by how those issues are treated. So, as authors, we have been intentional 
in striking a balance between pure neutrality on the one hand and outright 
advocacy on the other. We attempt to be fair to all different positions, but we 
sometimes indicate which view seems most reasonable to us. This approach 
is more personal than “pure neutralism” and helps enlist readers in the ac- 
tivity of critical thinking about the issues. 

We believe that a serious examination of the philosophy of religion is 
both intellectually stimulating and personally rewarding—and we have tried 
to design this text to lead to such outcomes. If we have sufficiently achieved 
our philosophical and pedagogical objectives, then we dare to hope that you 
will find this exploration to be genuinely worthwhile. 


CHAPTER 1 
THINKING ABOUT GOD 


The Search for the Divine 





Raiigion is a powerful force in human life. The evidence for this fact is 
abundant: 


e Cro-Magnon societies buried persons in fetal position, surrounding 
them with useful objects—weapons, necklaces, and cooking uten- 
sils—as though they might experience another life. 


e Members of an Aboriginal tribe pray to the Great Spirit of the Sky to 
be favorable toward them and not withhold rain. 


e In Japan, a Zen Buddhist meditates on the unity between the “T” and 
the “not-L.” 


e During the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, a devout Moroccan 
family fasts from dawn to sundown. 


e On Easter Sunday, Christian believers all over the world celebrate the 
Resurrection of Jesus just as Christians have done for two thousand 
years. 


From the birth of civilization, the human religious impulse has been evident. 
A multitude of religions has developed, each very complex. Prehistoric tribes 
manifested their religious orientation in animistic and totemistic practices. 
Contemporary world religions have highly refined concepts of the Divine or 
Ultimate Reality of the religious quest: for Jews it is Yahweh, for Christians 
it is the Triune God, for Muslims it is Allah, for Hindus it is Shiva or Vishnu, 
for Theravada Buddhists it is Nirvana. 

By contrast, many people in today’s world are not religious at all. 
Millions adhere to no religious tradition, practice no forms of worship or 
meditation, and have no religious faith. Some individuals and organizations 
actually promote some version of atheism or at least the rejection of religion. 
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American Atheists is a group well known in general culture, largely for its 
work—often in the courts—toward a very strict understanding of the sep- 
aration between church and state in America.’ There is also the American 
Humanist Association, which promotes a secular agenda that purports to 
endorse the highest human values and envision a progressive future while 
denying the truth of religion. This organization has continued to articulate 
and explain its views in various statements and books. Drawing inspiration 
from its Humanist Manifesto of 1933, the association has issued refined yer- 
sions II and III. Philosopher Paul Kurtz (b. 1925), a leader in this movement, 
has also created a book-length explanation of its perspective in Humanist 
Manifesto 2000: A Call for a New Planetary Humanism. Curiously, groups that 
strenuously reject all forms of religion witness in a peculiar way to its im- 
pact on human life. 


DEFINING RELIGION 


What exactly is religion? Arriving at a precise definition is notoriously diffi- 
cult, because almost all of the proposed definitions seem subject to counter- 
example. C. P. Tiele writes that “Religion is, in truth, that pure and reverential 
disposition or frame of mind which we call piety.” F. H. Bradley states that 
“Religion is rather the attempt to express the complete reality of goodness 
through every aspect of our being.” “Religion,” claims James Martineau, “is 
the belief in an ever living God, that is, in a Divine Mind and Will ruling the 
Universe and holding moral relations with mankind.” Clearly, each of these 
definitions identifies a different characteristic: Tiele accents the attitude of 
piety, Bradley links religion with goodness, and Martineau features belief in 
ethical monotheism. Other definitions touch upon traits such as ritualistic 
acts, prayer and communication with gods, and so on.° 

Wisdom counsels us, however, not to treat any single feature as a uni- 
versal definition: religions are more complex than that. Shamanistic reli- 
gions, for example, seem not to involve feelings of genuine piety so much as 
they promote prudential or utilitarian acts of obeisance. Thus, Tiele’s defini- 
tion is incomplete. Likewise, polytheistic religions (such as those of ancient 
Egypt and Greece) do not recognize a single divine ruler of the universe. 
Thus, the definition given by Martineau fails to cover these types of reli- 
gions. Realistically speaking, counterexamples for most definitions of reli- 
gion can be found. 

Defining religion too generically is imprecise and distorts the rich and 
complicated details of actual religions. For example, a definition that con- 
nects religion with worship of or attention to the supernatural or the divine is 
too narrow. The notion of a supernatural realm does not occur, for example, 
in the nontheistic schools of Buddhism and functions in very different ways, 
say, in Taoism and Hinduism. The great differences among religions make 
it difficult to find a common denominator or to talk about “religion” in the 
abstract. 
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On the other hand, focusing on one specific religion ignores some of 
the very broad traits or dimensions that all religions seem to share. Ninian 
Smart (1927-2001) identifies seven common dimensions of all religions, 
which he uses instead of a definition.‘ First, the doctrinal dimension involves 
the accepted beliefs—perhaps few and unsystematic or perhaps many and 
highly organized—about Ultimate Reality or the Divine and its relation to 
humanity. Each religion also has a mythological dimension that conveys its 
particular understanding of the Religious Ultimate to faithful adherents 
in terms of symbolic speech and stories. Also, certain moral actions and 
general life orientations are associated with what it means to embrace and 
follow a given religion: this is the ethical dimension. The ritual dimension per- 
tains to the prescribed behaviors, both public and private, that are thought 
to reflect worship of the Divine or relation to the Ultimate. Each religion 
has an experiential dimension, both personal and collective, that is seen as 
constituting what it is like to act and live as a religious believer; the experi- 
ence can range from a quiet sense of the presence of the a god in ordinary 
life to the mystical consciousness of union with Ultimate Reality. The social 
dimension is how a religion organizes all sorts of interpersonal relation- 
ships. The material dimension of a religion is how the gods or a single divine 
being is reflected in the physical world. This can be simply how the divine 
is conceived (say, as the ancient Greek god Poseidon is associated with the 
ocean) or how a religious community designs art and architecture as to 
create an atmosphere of worship (such as the great Christian cathedrals of 
Europe). 

Despite the difficulties in defining and applying the word “religion,” 
we need a tentative, working definition. For our purposes, we assume that 
religion is constituted by a set of beliefs, actions, and experiences, both personal 
and collective, organized around a concept of an Ultimate Reality that inspires or 
requires devotion, worship, or a focused life orientation. This Reality may be un- 
derstood as a unity or a plurality, personal or nonpersonal, divine or not, 
differing from religion to religion. Yet it seems that every cultural phenom- 
enon that we call a religion fits this definition. The prescribed actions vary 
from ritualistic patterns to ethical living; the desired emotions vary from 
feelings of piety and humility to a sense of optimism about life and the 
universe. 

As the title of this text suggests, our study of philosophy of religion 
is directed at beliefs, at specifically religious beliefs. But how shall we think 
about this? Beliefs, we shall say, are statements (i.e., propositions) that are 
accepted as true; they are truth-claims. In a certain sense, every religion 
rests on beliefs. For present purposes, we take religious beliefs to be about 
five basic areas. First, humans find themselves in a predicament (e.g, sin 
for Judaism and Christianity, samsara for Hinduism, mortality for Taoism). 
Second, humans need a way to resolve the predicament (e.g. salvation, liber- 
ation). Third, there exists some Ultimate Reality that assists us or is the goal 
of our existence (e.g., God, Brahman, Nirvana). Fourth, this “something” can 
be known or approached in some specified way (e.g, scriptures, shamans). 
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Fifth, we must do something to achieve salvation or liberation (e.g, have 
faith, deny oneself, engage in meditation, follow the Five Pillars of Islam). 

These kinds of beliefs in any particular religion account for the actions 
and experiences that it endorses. The beliefs may be made formally presented 
as doctrines and systematic teachings, or they may be implicit in the daily 
practice of the religion. Yet the numerous details of any religion are very 
much a reflection of how the fundamental beliefs about Ultimate Reality are 
interpreted and expressed in real life. 

Accordingly, when we find some group of humans involved in a net- 
work of beliefs, actions, and experiences that are related to some Ultimate 
Reality that deserves something like worship or devotion or change of life 
pattern, then we are justified in saying that we have an instance of religion. 
Obviously, some cultural phenomena embody all of the relevant features to a 
remarkable extent and thus provide clear, uncontroversial examples: Roman 
Catholicism and Orthodox Judaism are unmistakable instances of religion 
according to our definition. Other practices less obviously possess the set of 
relevant characteristics but are still arguably cases of religion, such as cer- 
tain forms of Buddhism and even Unitarianism. It has even been argued 
that secular humanism and communism are religions or at least strongly re- 
semble religion in relating people to some ultimate that captures their total 
devotion and commitment. 

Of course, we cannot fully understand a religion—its preferred atti- 
tudes and emotions, prescribed rituals, important stories and myths, and 
recommended way of life—simply by looking at it. Many subtle factors— 
psychological, sociological, anthropological, and historical—are not readily 
apparent to the untrained eye. That is why an expert in, say, the psychology 
of religion or the sociology of religion can reveal fascinating insights to the 
novice. However, these disciplines do not ask questions about the meaning, 
truth, consistency, or explanatory adequacy of the religious belief systems 
they study; that is the purview of the philosophy of religion. 


WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION? 


Because philosophy is the discipline that closely examines beliefs, we may 
correctly expect it to be interested in religious beliefs. Philosophers often raise 
critical questions about whether certain beliefs have some important char- 
acteristics, such as being meaningful, true, or probable. A belief is meaningful if 
it says something about or describes the way some aspect or dimension of 
reality could be. A true belief is one that correctly describes or corresponds 
to the way some aspect of dimension of reality is. A belief is probable if it is to 
some degree more likely to be true than false. A key activity of philosophers 
is the clarification of beliefs in order to know exactly what those beliefs are 
saying about some aspect of reality. When we know fairly accurately what a 
set of beliefs is purporting to be the case, philosophers can then try to deter- 
mine whether those beliefs are consistent (can be true together) and coherent 
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(fit well together). Furthermore, philosophers are interested in whether 
beliefs have explanatory power—that is, whether they enlighten us about key 
areas of reality and human affairs. Another angle from which philosophers 
approach beliefs is to ask about their implications: if a person believes x, what 
other beliefs must she logically accept, whether she realizes it or not? This 
sketch of how philosophers treat beliefs in general highlights some of the 
main interests of philosophers who focus on religion and religious beliefs. 

Also important to the philosophical study of religion are the funda- 
mental areas in the broader field of philosophy. Because epistemology, for ex- 
ample, is the area of philosophy dealing with knowledge, its sources and 
justification, it makes sense to inquire about the epistemology of religious 
belief, the legitimacy of its sources and the manner in which it is rationally 
justified or considered to be knowledge. Metaphysics deals with fundamental 
reality or realities; metaphysical questions about religion might probe the 
nature of God and God’s attributes, or the nature of human free will in re- 
lation to divine power. The area of ethics helps us to form various questions 
regarding religion—for example, we might investigate the connection be- 
tween a given religious tradition and a certain ethical way of life or examine 
the relationship between the divine and what we call moral laws or values. 

The particular approach one takes to the philosophy of religion depends 
on precisely how one conceives of the nature of the philosophical task. 
The traditional conception of philosophy, dominant throughout the history 
of Western thought, was that philosophy should be used in the construc- 
tion and support of comprehensive, systematic perspectives on life and the 
world—even those perspectives that are religious or theological in orienta- 
tion. In other words, a key role of philosophy was to arrive at truth about 
matters of ultimate importance and seek to incorporate this truth into a 
total worldview. In relation to the classical Judeo-Christian worldview, for 
example, the enterprise known as natural theology developed: it is an intel- 
lectual activity that presumed that belief in the existence of the theistic deity 
and perhaps other religious beliefs could be rationally established by phil- 
osophical reasoning from familiar facts. A related enterprise is known as 
apologetics, which is the “defense” of a position or point of view. Negative apol- 
ogetics seeks to show that certain criticisms of a specific religious position 
fail, whereas positive apologetics seeks to show that the position is reason- 
able or credible.” Apologetics often has a very practical side: it assists the 
process of persuasion. While philosophical skill in dealing with religious 
beliefs is clearly involved in both natural theology and apologetics, these 
two enterprises should not be equated with the field of philosophy of reli- 
gion. The philosophy of religion is a large discipline that serves as a meeting 
ground for philosophers who hold a wide variety of views and who repre- 
sent a number of different approaches. In a real sense, philosophy of religion 
today offers an intellectual space in which there is openness to arguments 
and counterarguments, to presenting one’s best case for a position and fully 
expecting that it shall be critiqued. Robust discussion and debate charac- 
terize philosophy of religion today. 
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During the twentieth century, philosophy of religion in the English- 
speaking world was greatly influenced by the analytic movement. Narrowly 
conceived, the analytic approach restricted the task of philosophy solely to 
the clarification and analysis of the logic of our ideas; it denied that philos- 
ophy can address questions of truth or falsity in our beliefs. More broadly 
conceived, the analytic approach is certainly concerned with clear analysis 
and logical rigor, but this concern is a prelude to more substantive consider- 
ations of truth and reasonableness, and even constructing a systematic point 
of view. The present introductory study is basically analytic in its method 
and style, seeking to clarify and analyze important concepts and arguments. 
Yet it is not narrowly analytic, for it seeks to point out, where possible, those 
positions that seem most correct and fruitful. In this way, it continues to re- 
flect the more traditional confidence that there is such a thing as truth—even 
in matters of religious belief—and that human beings can make progress in 
discovering it. Therefore, logical rigor is enlisted in the pursuit of serious in- 
tellectual understanding. 

Although the explanation here of the relationship of philosophy to reli- 
gion has a degree of flexibility in terms of how people approach the discus- 
sion, it is on equal footing with explanations of philosophy of art, philosophy 
of science, philosophy of history, and a number of other studies in which 
philosophy thoroughly investigates a specific subject matter. Obviously, all 
such studies are doubly difficult to define because both the nature of phi- 
losophy and the discipline under study can be conceived of in a variety of 
ways. For present purposes, we simply assume that the enterprise of philos- 
ophy is to be conducted according to our foregoing description. Therefore, 
let us now propose a working definition of this important field: philosophy of 
religion is the attempt to analyze and critically evaluate religious beliefs in terms of 
consistency, coherence, and reasonableness. To make our study more managea- 
ble, the next section discusses the religious beliefs that occupy much of our 
focus in the coming chapters. 


THE GOD OF THEISM 


All major religious systems merit serious philosophical investigation. A 
philosophical study might consider the beliefs of a given religion or compare 
beliefs across different religions. For the past twenty-five hundred years in 
Western culture, the chief interest of philosophers who study religion has 
been theism. Theism can be defined according to its concept of deity: God is 
a transcendent spiritual being who is omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good. 
Associated with this view is the claim that God created and sustains the 
universe in existence. We might call this understanding of theism classi- 
cal theism or standard theism. Theism itself, of course, is not a religion but 
expresses an important belief framework of three living religions: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. Amid other differences, these religions share the 
basic theistic view of God. 
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William Rowe says that it is helpful to label the core beliefs of standard 
theism restricted theism. He distinguishes these core beliefs from expanded 
theism, which is restricted theism conjoined with one or more distinctive 
beliefs arising from the creeds, doctrines, and sacred texts of some partic- 
ular living theistic religion.’ Contemporary Anglo-American philosophers 
of religion continue to be interested in issues surrounding restricted the- 
ism, an interest clearly reflected in this text. For a few decades, interest 
has increased in different versions of expanded theism, particularly ver- 
sions of Christian theism—and this text includes some of those relevant 
discussions. 

Theism, or classical theism, which has been of great intellectual in- 
terest for centuries, emerged historically from the religious tradition 
of monotheism: the belief that there is one God, a single supreme divine being. 
Interestingly, monotheism emerged in the ancient Near East, which is con- 
sidered the “cradle of civilization.” This region—corresponding roughly 
to the modern Middle East—was occupied by some of the earliest human 
cultures that were organized around writing, agriculture, government, 
and relatively advanced technology. From about 3000 sce to about 500 
BCE, Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, and Babylonian societies flourished. 
However, the common religious orientation embraced by these cultures 
was polytheism: the belief that there are many gods with many different person- 
alities, powers, and roles. Polytheism was the pervasive religious orienta- 
tion in almost all other ancient cultures as well: Egyptian, Greek, Roman, 
and even Germanic and Norse. Students are perhaps most familiar with 
the collection of gods in ancient Greece (known as the pantheon) that are 
represented in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey as well as in many other poems 
and legends. 

Although we cannot explore polytheism in further detail, recognizing 
its universal presence in the ancient civilized world is essential to under- 
standing the intellectual significance of monotheism’s appearance in human 
history.’ The Hebrew patriarch Abraham, who lived perhaps as early as 2000 
BCE, is said to be the father of the monotheistic religions. According to the 
Hebrew Bible, Abraham trusted in and entered into a covenant with the God 
he considered the one true God of the universe and of all peoples. His two 
sons are said to be the progenitors of the three great monotheistic faiths: 
through Isaac came Judaism; Christianity came out of Judaism a little over 
two thousand years ago because of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth 
(circa 4 BCE-32 cE); and through Ishmael came the religion of Islam, which 
traces back to its founding prophet, Mohammed (570 cE-632 cx). The Koran, 
the sacred scripture of Islam, reflects a similar account of the origins of these 
three theistic religions. 

Another important figure common to all three monotheistic religions 
is Moses (late fourteenth century BcE—early thirteenth century Bce), who 
led a captive Hebrew population out of slavery in Egypt. As a newborn, he 
was hidden by his Hebrew mother in a marsh by a river after the Pharaoh 
commanded that all newborn sons of Hebrew slaves be killed in order 
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to keep the slave population under control. He was soon found by the 
Pharaoh’s daughter, who felt sorry for the abandoned child and wanted 
to take him as her own. A nearby Hebrew woman—who unbeknownst to 
the royal entourage was actually the infant’s natural mother—was asked 
to nurse him until he was old enough for the royal daughter to rear as her 
child. So Moses was later brought into the royal courts, given the best ed- 
ucation available, and propelled into a life of power and influence. After 
killing an Egyptian slave master, Moses fled to the territory east of the Red 
Sea, where he was “called” by God who spoke to him out of a “burning 
bush” to be a deliverer of the Hebrew people and to lead them to a land 
that would be their own. The narrative of Moses’ life includes the follow- 
ing: being used by God to bring ten plagues to Egypt in order to disturb 
Pharaoh so strongly that he would release the Hebrew slaves; crossing the 
Red Sea, which was miraculously parted so that the fleeing slaves could es- 
cape Pharaoh’s army; and receiving the Ten Commandments from God in 
a powerful encounter on Mount Sinai. 

As the three forms of monotheistic religion developed historically, one 
clear and persistent theme was their sharp difference from polytheism: in 
monotheism there is only one God, perfect in all his attributes and ways, 
who unwaveringly commands righteous and holy living from his people. 
Unlike in polytheism, there are not gods who can be arbitrary and capri- 
cious, display moral virtue that is no better than that of humans, and are 
susceptible to flattery and trickery. The First Commandment that Moses is 
said to have received from God is that God alone is divine and deserves ex- 
clusive worship, and therefore that the Hebrews (later called the Israelites) 
must not worship any of the false gods that were so common in their 
environment. 

Interestingly, even the use of masculine pronouns for the monotheistic 
God is subject to the commandment not to mistake a creature or false god 
for the real God. God—this ultimate and transcendent spiritual Being—is 
not a physical or sexual being such as we know in the “creaturely” realm. 
Yet the limitations of language give us no perfect alternative to using a per- 
sonal pronoun to refer to the personal God of monotheism. And, obviously, 
the use of “he” and “him” to refer to God is typical in theistic scriptures and 
traditions; furthermore, such usage avoids grammatically and stylistically 
awkward alternatives to speak of God, such as repeating the word “God” 
multiple times in a sentence or creating a term such as “s/he.” We treat these 
issues at great length in Chapter 12. Suffice it to say here that we follow the 
traditional usage throughout this book but are in no way implying that God 
is somehow masculine or male. 

An interesting nuance in this sketch of the origins of monotheism is the 
Christian belief in God as one being that itself consists of three persons, a 
Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. However, this and many other rich 
details of the different monotheisms must be pursued in some other venue, 
such as a fuller study of world religions or a focused study of some partic- 
ular religion. 
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THOUGHTFUL INQUIRY AND RELIGIOUS FAITH 


We shall soon embark on a careful philosophical study of beliefs associated 
with the God of theism. Some people caution that intellectual interest in 
God misses the heart of true religion. After all, the abstract analysis of re- 
ligious concepts and beliefs does not necessarily reflect the deep personal 
investment that is characteristic of religious faith. It is certainly true that 
philosophical interest in ideas and arguments about God is not the same as 
having serious faith and trust in God. Yet it is a mistake to dichotomize ear- 
nest intellectual examination and genuine faith. We shall see in subsequent 
chapters that there are different views regarding how reason and faith are 
related, but this text operates on the conviction that these two important 
human activities should not be divorced. Since humans are inherently intel- 
lectual beings who seek truth and consistency, all major religious traditions 
know that authentic faith should not shield itself from thoughtful inquiry. 
Yet faith—particularly for the theistic religions—also involves an element 
of personal commitment to God and an endeavor to live one’s life in relation 
to God, which makes faith much more than intellectual assent to a set of 
beliefs. Briefly, religious beliefs describe the object of faith in various ways, 
and faith involves some kind of personal response or commitment to the pu- 
tative reality so described.’ And religious beliefs, like beliefs of any kind, can 
be rationally examined. 

In this same vein, when someone denies a particular religious belief or 
rejects all religious beliefs generally, this denial also constitutes a belief or set 
of beliefs that is open to rational evaluation and discussion. Therefore, believ- 
ers and nonbelievers, whether they realize it or not, hold beliefs related to 
religion that are subject to philosophical scrutiny regarding their truth, con- 
sistency, and the like. These beliefs are inevitably in the intellectual arena, 
where the analysis, support, and criticism are entirely appropriate. Therefore, 
both insiders to some religion and outsiders to religion have the obligation 
to be rationally responsible in their acceptance or rejection of faith. In fact, 
developed religions encourage their own believers to seek further under- 
standing of their faith and to probe its beliefs. Besides, nothing encourages 
intractable doubts as much as forbidding free and open inquiry. That is why 
every major religion has a self-critical tradition that nurtures intellectual re- 
flection and critique, a process that keeps the religion dynamic and relevant. 
Over the centuries, the theistic view of God has produced a rich legacy of 
dialogue and debate, an ongoing discussion in which the reader of this text 
is invited to participate. 

Consider the following helpful way of framing the matter. Rational 
inquiry per se is not meant to replace faith commitment, nor is it automat- 
ically threatening to such a deep commitment. Philosophical interest in God 
is distinguishable from religious interest in God; they are different modes 
of human activity. In general, engaging in rigorous analysis and argument 
is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for genuine religious faith. 
Philosophical understanding is not a necessary condition for faith because some 
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persons may not have the intellectual ability or educational background to 
engage in a sophisticated study of religion—and thus they cannot produce 
any persuasive argument for, say, the existence of God. Yet they may clearly 
possess religious faith. Other persons may be skilled in philosophical mat- 
ters and able to advance impressive arguments in favor of God’s existence, 
but they may not have religious faith at all. They might be intellectually con- 
vinced, for example, that theism or Christianity specifically is tr'ue—and yet 
they may not commit themselves to or have an intentional relationship with 
the God described by those perspectives. Likewise, a person might be intel- 
lectually convinced that Hinduism is true and yet not be personally devoted 
to Shiva or Vishnu. The same holds for any person who merely assents to the 
truth of some religion. Thus, the philosophical examination of religion is not 
a sufficient condition for religious faith. 

Although the rigorous philosophical examination of religion is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for religious faith, mainstream expressions of major 
religious perspectives never entirely divorce faith from rational thought. 
Religious faith (understood as trust in a divine being and the like) is pred- 
icated on at least some thinking process and at least some modest set of 
beliefs—and perhaps on more thought and more beliefs than one might ini- 
tially suspect. At the very least, the rational thought involved would be the 
act of believing that a statement or proposition is true. Many such beliefs 
that are taken to be true constitute a religious believer’s intellectual commit- 
ments, consciously or unconsciously. 


THE RELIGIOUS AMBIGUITY OF LIFE 


At this point, we have reached a working definition of religion, have become 
acquainted with the role of philosophy of religion, and have narrowed the 
scope of our study to theism. But how shall we proceed? Specifically, how 
might we characterize the initial situation in which we find ourselves as we 
begin to think philosophically about theistic belief? Let us remember the 
dual facts with which we opened this chapter: that many people embrace 
religion and that many do not. Because we are focusing largely on a theistic 
religious view, we may readily observe that many people accept theistic be- 
lief and many people do not. Opinion is obviously divided. 

It is helpful to make a kind of distinction between two general cate- 
gories of people, even if it is a bit oversimplified: reflective and unreflective. 
Now, admittedly, people tend to be rationally reflective in varying degrees: 
some are highly inclined to process matters intellectually, some seem not 
to be very reflective at all, and others fall somewhere in between. Believers 
and nonbelievers alike fall into such categories. Clearly, many people have 
not seriously considered the many philosophical questions related to the 
truth, consistency, and plausibility of theism—and yet they have decided 
either to accept or reject a theistic orientation. Some people say that they 
just believe in an all-powerful and all-good God, or that they feel prayer is 
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effective, or that they are sure miracles happen—and that this is the end of 
the matter for them. Others claim that they do not believe in God, or that 
prayer is pointless, or that the idea of miracles seems ridiculous—and that 
this is the end of the matter for them. Although these characterizations are 
a bit extreme, they help us identify the nature of the pursuit to which this 
book calls us. In our comparison here, neither the believers nor the non- 
believers have made a serious attempt to reflect on the grounds for their 
opinions. What we have, then, is unreflective belief and unreflective nonbelief, 
respectively. 

On the whole, the present study cannot be concerned with unreflective 
belief or disbelief, although there are interesting reflective questions about 
persons of genuine faith who are not prone to active reflection on their faith. 
Philosophy by nature is preeminently an enterprise of reflective reason, which 
seeks to get beyond superficial approaches to important issues. It seeks to 
clarify key ideas, look responsibly at all relevant arguments, and trace out 
implications of important beliefs. In other words, we are interested in how 
things look “upon reflection.” Interestingly, and perhaps disturbingly for 
some, we get a mixed opinion even from reflective people about the truth of 
theism. It is not just unreflective persons who have divided opinions on the 
issue; reflective people are divided as well. Seemingly responsible, earnest, 
thoughtful individuals who look hard at the evidence and arguments do not 
agree! 

Most reflective believers with a theistic orientation realize that the truth of 
God’s existence is not immediately obvious. For some, God's “hiddenness” 
constitutes a problem and challenges us to search for him. St. Anselm (1033— 
1109) writes: 


Lord, if thou art not here, where shall I seek thee, being absent?... And, by 
what marks, under what form, shall I seek thee? I have never seen thee, O 
Lord my God; I do not know thy form. What, O most high Lord, shall this 
man do, an exile far from thee?” 


Anselm stands in a long line of thoughtful believers who have sought to give 
a rational account for why they believe in God and hold other theistic ideas. 
They attempt to search out God’s existence, to try to construe the facts to show 
that they point to God and help us make sense of related religious beliefs— 
an exercise that Anselm himself calls “faith seeking understanding.” Not 
all theists, of course, claim that God is hidden, and not all agree on the extent 
of divine hiddenness. Some claim to have strong experiential grounds for 
belief or to have witnessed miracles. Yet some of the most honest and sensi- 
tive theistic literature, both classical and contemporary, revolves around the 
theme of the hiddenness of God.” 

Reflective nonbelievers also agree that the existence of God is not plainly 
evident, but they have concluded that there are no good rational grounds 
for believing in God and often cite grounds for disbelief. In “A Free Man’s 
Worship,” Bertrand Russell states that the universe appears to be ultimately 
meaningless: 
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That man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they 
were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his love 
and beliefs, are but the outcomes of accidental collocations of atoms, that 
no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve in- 
dividual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devo- 
tion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are 
destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the 
whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath 
the debris of a universe in ruins—all these things, if not quite beyond 
dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no philosophy which rejects them 
can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the 
firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation hence- 
forth be safely built. 


For Russell, as well as for numerous other thoughtful nonbelievers, the prima 
facie nonexistence of God is “upon reflection” taken as a correct conclusion. 


OUR TASK 


As we noted earlier, the present study attempts to think critically about the 
issues related to the theistic concept of God. These complex issues are mat- 
ters about which reasonable persons can legitimately disagree. In a universe 
that can be honestly and sensitively characterized by “mystery” or “divine 
hiddenness” or perhaps even “divine absence,” we should not expect una- 
nimity of opinion on the existence and nature of the Ultimate Reality that 
major religions seek. The world simply seems to be religiously ambiguous. 
Of course, there is a long tradition of theistic thinkers who believe that they 
can make good rational sense of the existence of God, faith, prayer, miracle, 
and other theistic concepts. By contrast, historically, there have been many 
people of high intellectual stature who believe that such concepts must be 
rejected. This remains true today. 

Therefore, as we embark on our journey, we are committed to a posture 
that respects serious thought and inquiry, regardless of the outcome. That 
does not mean, however, that we are adopting a purely neutral stance as we 
sort through the arguments and counterarguments. We believe that respect 
for the rational process also demands that we state at points where we stand 
on key issues. This is not to succumb to blind bias, which lies at the oppo- 
site extreme from pure neutrality; instead, it is to attempt to model a kind of 
interested objectivity. The form of objectivity that we seek strives to be fair 
to various positions and to acknowledge, when appropriate, which positions 
seem most reasonable among alternatives. 

This exciting venture is open to all who are seeking understanding and 
who are committed to subjecting all beliefs, religious or otherwise, to rig- 
orous philosophical examination. The results of this process are hard to pre- 
dict. For some, it leads to the modification of certain views. For others, it 
could lead to either the acceptance or rejection of theism. For still others, it 
may lead to deeper commitment. 
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STUDY QUESTIONS 


1, Formulate your own definition of “religion.” Test your definition to see if it 
applies to various cultural phenomena normally labeled religious. 


2. Try to define “philosophy.” What are some of its main concerns? 


3. What is the philosophy of religion? Explain how approaches to philosophy of 
religion are influenced by different approaches to philosophy itself. 


4. Discuss the importance of considering matters of consistency, coherence, plausi- 
bility, truth, and meaning with respect to religious beliefs. 


5. What is meant by the “hiddenness of God”? Evaluate the significance of this 
concept. 


6. Is it possible to remain completely neutral in the study of religion? Is it desirable 
to remain neutral? What kind of objectivity should we seek in the rational inves- 
tigation of religion (or any important subject)? 


7. At the outset, what issues in religion would you identify for philosophical anal- 
ysis and discussion? Before reading this book, have you ever read any material 
that subjects religious belief to rational scrutiny? 


8. State in your own words the basic position of classical theism. Discuss its rela- 
tionship to some specific concrete religions. 


9. Show how some major issues in philosophy of religion arise on the basis of cer- 
tain events and experiences in ordinary life. 


10. Explore the objection that philosophical interest in religion misses the essence 
of religious faith. Do you think that religion or religious faith is subject in any 
way to rational investigation? 


NOTES 


1. See, for example, the American Atheist magazine. See also Robert G. Ingersoll, 
Atheist Truth vs. Religion’s Ghosts (1900: reprint ed., Austin, TX: American Atheist 
Press, 1980). 


2. See the listing for this organization in Archie Bahm, ed, Directory of American 
Philosophers 1996-1997, 18th ed. (Bowling Green, OH: Philosophy Documentation Center, 
1996), 186. For the general position of humanistic atheism, also see P. Kurtz, ed., Humanist 
Manifestos I and II (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1973). Kurtz, Humanist Manifesto 2000: 
A Call for a New Planetary Humanism (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 2000). 

3. The preceding definitions are cited in William P. Alston. “Religion,” in Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy. Vol. 7 (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 140. 


4, Ninian Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1999). 


5. There are also other disciplines that are thought to have a supportive function for 
theistic belief. Dogmatic (confessional, sacred) theology begins from the assumption that 
a certain religious tradition is authoritative. Dogmatic theologians seek to provide 
ways of elucidating and systematizing accepted doctrines but do not challenge their 
acceptance. 
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6. One of the classic sources in the analytic tradition, which denies substantive con- 
tent to philosophy, is A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic (New York: Dover, 1936). 
A classic source that promotes philosophy as the enterprise of elucidation and not of 
advancing truth-claims is Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, tr. G. E. 
M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1953). 


7. William Rowe, “Evil and the Theistic Hypothesis: A Response to Wykstra,” 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 16 (1984), 95. 


8. In a sense, polytheistic religion is a decided advance beyond the even earlier re- 
ligious orientation of animism, the belief that various natural objects (e.g., animals, 
plants, rocks) possess some sort of spiritual force. 

9. This point is expanded in H. H. Price, “Belief ‘In’ and Belief “That.” Religious 
Studies 1:1 (1965), 1-27. 


10. St. Anselm, Proslogium, in St. Anselm, Basic Writings, pt. 1, 2nd ed., tr. S. M. Deane 
(LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1974). 


11. Ibid. 


12. See John Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2006) and Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser, eds., Divine 
Hiddenness: New Essays (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 


13. Bertrand Russell, Why I Am Not a Christian and Other Essays on Religion and Related 
Subjects, Paul Edwards, ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1957), 107. 
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CHAPTER 2 


THE NATURE OF RELIGION 
What Are Religious Beliefs About? 





In his provocative book, Daniel Dennett (b. 1942) explores the possible roots 
of religion by looking for the biological underpinnings that might account 
for the rise and preservation of religion.’ Because religions are human phe- 
nomena, we have to understand something about the human mind that cre- 
ated and preserved them. The feature that impresses him—what he terms 
the Good Trick—is that to preserve our lives we, along with the cleverer ani- 
mals, not only need to distinguish animate from inanimate objects, but we 
have a better chance of succeeding in life when we adopt the intentional 
stance—that is, when we treat things as agents with beliefs, acting intention- 
ally out of their desires. From this perspective, we can view folk religion de- 
veloping out of the human disposition or urge to view nature as populated 
with agents who possess strategic information and powers of various sorts 
that we need to survive. These “agents”—like demons, and gods—although 
projected by us into the world can be petitioned and influenced to protect 
and assist us. Normally, these activities fail to bring about their intended 
results, but occasionally a correlation occurs between, for example, a rain 
dance and the coming of rain. Humans turn these correlations into causal 
relations. The more these “causal” relations are considered and repeated, 
the stronger the association becomes; they have self-replicative power that 
impresses itself into the brain. Thus, religious ideas, originally connected 
with human psychology because they seemed to fill biologically-rooted 
social needs, were created, rooted in the biological brain. 

Dennett asks why for centuries religions have survived and adapted 
in human culture. The general evolutionary answer is that religions must 
produce something beneficial: they benefit some people by helping them 
achieve a more moral life, encouraging humility, patience, and self-control. 
At the same time, religious ideas can prove harmful by encouraging bigotry, 
oppressive behavior, fanaticism, and religious war. Dennett is interested in 
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exploring more specific evolutionary accounts of the survival of religion. 
Among the more likely preservation hypotheses is that, as religions became 
more highly organized, they formed culturally inherited ideas that con- 
nected with other genetically based cultural ideas that had survival value, 
such as believing what parents and elders taught. This created a trusted 
“information superhighway” between parents and children through which 
cultural ideas and religious stories could pass. For example, by advocating 
obedience, parents and society protected children against natural and social 
dangers; this led to the common religious idea of a trusted parent (espe- 
cially a “Father”) and its associated authority that natural selection built into 
children’s brains. It also fostered religious practices like divination that gave 
reasons for why things happened and told people what to do. 

Dennett adopts Richard Dawkins’s view that the survival of religion in 
human culture is bound up with units of cultural inheritance called memes, 
which are units of imitation for cultural transmission, rooted in the brain 
or in cultural artifacts. Religions are groups of memes—memeplexes—in 
which memes replicate and are transmitted. Rituals such as prayer, sing- 
ing, dancing, and reciting, where people act in unison, are particularly pow- 
erful ways to transmit memes. In this way religious ideas become organized 
- and are passed on in an unbroken chain. As with evolution, transmission 
and preservation in the initial stages of religion are not intentional but arise 
through the random selection that allows for fidelity in copying. It is not as if 
someone consciously attempts to create and pass on the memes; rather, they 
often simply “emerge out of earlier practices and habits without conscious de- 
sign,” so that human brains eventually adapt in ways that help preserve the 
fidelity of meme content. 

Later, primitive folk religions become domesticated and turn into organ- 
ized religions that are intentionally preserved. Stewards now shepherd the 
memes in society because they personally have something to gain from their 
preservation. They advance creeds, theologies, and religious beliefs that can- 
not be tested for truth but have to be taken on faith. They claim to be about 
what exists beyond observation, but what is important are not the beliefs 
themselves but the behavior controlled by beliefs that are baffling and hence 
need interpretation by the stewards. . 

Dennett's speculations about the origin and transmission of religions 
raise important questions about the nature of religion and of the claims 
made by religions or religious people. Are religious assertions true or false 
by virtue of what they speak about, or are they significant only in light of 
the roles they play in personal and social life? Religious nonrealists hold that 
because religions are human constructions, the assertions they make are not 
about anything divine, supernatural, or transcendent. If religions say any- 
thing meaningful, they refer to human personal and social behavior and 
experience. When we use language about God, for example, we speak about 
a human construct or projection that plays a certain role in how we inter- 
pret individual and social experience. Prayers to God express the rituals we 
undertake to calm our fears of nature or the unknown future. Although we 
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seem to direct prayers to the supernatural, they really concern us, our atti- 
tudes, and our behavior. Religious realists, on the other hand, affirm that reli- 
gious assertions can be informative about matters beyond the merely empir- 
ical. Religions are not merely psychological and sociological phenomena but 
help us to understand the supernatural. We will explore both of these views 
in this chapter on the nature of religion. 


RELIGIOUS NONREALISM 


At the outset we might distinguish between methodological and ontolog- 
ical religious nonrealists. The methodological nonrealist holds that the proper 
study of religion is conducted by examining both religion’s origin and its 
individual and social phenomena. We can hypothesize about and explore 
how religious beliefs and practices arose, perhaps tracing them back to 
primitive human ways of dealing with frightening and uncontrollable na- 
ture. Psychologists and sociologists identify and study different forms of re- 
ligiosity as manifested in religious practices in society, what people know 
about their religion, and religious beliefs.* They might explore the religious 
experiences people have and how they interpret these experiences.* They 
might describe the consequences religion has for people—for example, how 
it affects attitudes toward dying and death, how it creates and directs social 
values about marriage and war, and how religions help or hinder the for- 
- mation of a self-concept and social identity. They might look at the relation 
between religion and social conflict or social class, or how religious beliefs 
play out in voting patterns or political advocacy. At the same time, method- 
ological nonrealists are agnostic about whether the beliefs or assertions of 
religious persons, insofar as they speak about the transcendent, are really 
true or whether the intended supernatural referent exists. Because their con- 
cern is with how religious beliefs and language function for persons within 
society, they are not interested in questions about what is real (the ontology) 
that might lie behind religious beliefs or claims. Questions of ontology are 
bracketed or set aside as methodological nonrealists consider the functions 
of religion in society. If a religious believer affirms that God is good, the con- 
cern is not with whether there is a God and. whether that being is good, but 
rather with how that belief plays out in the life of the individual. How does it 
affect personal and social attitudes; how does it enable someone to cope with 
stress or misfortune? Methodological nonrealists could be either believers 
or nonbelievers in God. It is simply that considerations about the relevant 
. truth-claims and their justification regarding the existence, properties, and 
actions of a transcendent God do not inform the intellectual study or discus- 
sion of religion. 

Ontological religious nonrealists go further, claiming that religion— 
beliefs, practices, knowledge—are wholly and merely about human affairs 
and experience. If religious beliefs or assertions are held to make ontological 
claims about a supersensible reality, they are either meaningless or literally 
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false. If anything, they are coded ways of speaking about human personal 
and social experience. Because their origin lies in human experience, their 
significance is about human affairs. Religious beliefs might have or at one 
time had value insofar as they enable humans to function more effectively 
within society. But once that pragmatic justification is lost, they should be 
replaced with more empirical, scientific, and rationally justifiable beliefs. 

A classic example of ontological nonrealism is found in Sigmund Freud 
(1856-1939), who traces religious ideas to early civilization, one of whose 
functions was to defend humans against the threats of nature. To accom- 
plish this, civilization humanized nature, populating it with superpersons 
who could be adjured, appeased, bribed, and influenced to directly alter 
nature for human benefit. Eventually these humanly created superpersons 
were turned into father figures or gods who exorcized the terrors of nature, 
reconciled humans to the cruelty of Fate (e.g., death), and compensated them 
for their sufferings and privations by promising life after death.? When our 
ancestors discovered that the gods were themselves subject to Fate, they 
envisioned the gods as more remote, as beings who governed humans and 
nature indirectly by the principles of ethics. Thus, religious ideas were born, 
protecting against nature, death, and societal injustice. The ideal of cosmic 
justice, where good is ultimately rewarded and evil punished, gave rise to 
ideas of the soul, providence, eternal life, and moral laws. Eventually, a mon- 
otheism arose that affirmed that God is a single person, a father to whom 
we as his chosen people can turn as we did in our infancy. God is not a 
really existing being but a human projection. Out of our infantile model of ; 
longing for a protective father figure we created a god as a way to influence 
the world around us. Helpless against nature and civilization, we projected 
a god whom we then sought to manipulate. “Civilization creates religious 
ideas.” 

Why then should we hold religious beliefs if religion is merely a human 
creation? Freud fails to find a good reason any longer to believe in religious 
ideas. “[Religions] are full of contradictions, revisions and falsifications, 
and where they speak of factual confirmations they are themselves uncon- 
firmed.” Religious ideas are illusions, having their origin in wish-fulfill- 
ment, a remnant of the primitive in us. “We call a belief an illusion when 
a wish-fulfillment is a prominent factor in its motivation, and in doing so 
we disregard its relations to reality, just as the illusion itself sets no store 
by verification.”® Because evidence is irrelevant to religious beliefs, we are 
better off by removing religion from our lives, for in doing so we can elimi- 
nate many of the moral rules that are really traditional cultural prohibitions, 
many of which stem from narrow self-interest. We are neither happier nor 
more moral because of religious beliefs. In the end, Freud affirms, reason 
and science will win out. 

The eminent sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) rejects the 
Freudian psychological, individualistic account of religion, If Freud’s account 
were true, by now we should have realized that we are “victims of error.” 
For Durkheim the source of religion was not in personal sentiments, which 
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tie individuals to other individuals within the society. Individuals separated 
from society have no religion. Rather, religions are found only at the heart 
of established societies, for the gods connect with (e.g, threaten, bless) the 
society (tribe, clan, family), not the individual. Religion has its origin in so- 
cial sentiments that tie the individual to society taken as a whole. At the 
heart of religion is the concept of obligation, which implies an authority that 
commands obedience. This authority rests in the society, which determines 
what its members are obligated, forbidden, or allowed to do. Social senti- 
ment gives rise to obligations and hence creates morality. “Society dictates to 
the believer the dogmas he must uphold and the rites he must observe; [this 
indicates] that the rites and dogmas are society’s own handiwork.” From 
this dependence on society we obtain the feeling of religious awe. Thus, 
“religions wholly, or for the most part, [are] a sociological phenomenon.” 

“Religion is merely a form of custom, like law and morality,” evolving 
and changing with the society that birthed it. For example, social conscience 
is the origin of the idea of divinity. Hence, the sociologist will not attend 
to the metaphysics (i.e. the way people have conceived of the unknown). 
Indeed, Durkheim predicts, it is likely that the metaphysical aspect—the 
“taste for insoluble questions’—won't survive. 

A recent example of what Peter Byrne” (b. 1950) terms revisionary non- 
realism can be found in the writings of Julian Huxley (1887-1975). Huxley 
defines religion as “a way of life... which follows necessarily from a man’s 
holding certain things in reverence, from his feeling and believing them to 
be sacred.” Religion began in the sacred but has evolved over time, leaving 
behind emotions of fear to focus more on the rational. The evolution of reli- 
gion that Huxley traces is typical. To understand the cosmos and human ex- 
perience, humans first personify the powers they revere, gradually unifying 
these powers into fewer gods, resulting eventually in monotheism. The ear- 
lier stage of magic, in which one uses verbal symbols and rituals to control 
the magical forces, gives rise to personification of the forces of nature and of 
human characteristics in a supernatural being who can control them for our 
benefit and who sets moral ideals or standards. 

Religious systems are social structures that aid humans to address their 
destiny. But with the new scientific age, religion “must now ally itself whole- 
heartedly with science.” With science’s aid, religion can develop a more em- 
pirically informed picture of human destiny. Huxley believes that because 
religion still has a role to play in society, we can construct new systems of re- 
ligious beliefs crafted under the aegis of scientific naturalism. As a product 
of the creative human mind, religion can supply guidance and encourage- 
ment to assist human fulfillment as our society and culture evolve. Relieved 
of making claims about the supernatural and harnessed to reason and evo- 
lutionary naturalism, a naturalistic religion will enable humans to flourish. 

What these ontological religious nonrealists have in common is the 
affirmation that religious beliefs and religion itself arise from subjective 
psychological experiences or public social experiences. Thus, although reli- 
gious beliefs seem to speak about the supernatural, they are not about what 
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religious believers take them to be. Religious beliefs and assertions are not 
truly about really existing supernatural realities. As such, analyses of the 
contents of these beliefs and of arguments that might provide a rational 
basis for affirming these beliefs are quite irrelevant. Rational arguments 
regarding the truth of religious claims about the supernatural are nothing 
more than interesting philosophical and theological exercises. Whether re- 
ligious beliefs are rational or not has to do with their pragmatic function in 
the life of the individual or society. If they are useful, if they serve a posi- 
tive function, if they are beneficial to persons and societies, they are worth 
being preserved and fostered. If they fail to serve a useful personal or so- 
cial function, because they are the products of wish-fulfillment, memes, or 
societal authority, they are better abandoned for a scientific perspective on 
reality. (We will return to this claim when we address the relation of religion 
and science in Chapter 13.) 

The consequences of this view are that truth-claims, evidence, or justi- 
fication that appeal to the transcendent or supernatural should have noth- 
ing to do with people maintaining religious beliefs. Rather, religion is solely 
and simply a human social creation. The mystery one finds in religion 
results from ignorance; it has nothing to do with any supernatural object of 
religion. 


BUDDHIST NONREALISM 


One can also find a form of nonrealism in Buddhism. The Buddha persist- 
ently refused to engage in metaphysical discussions that would entail non- 
empirical theoretical and ontological commitments. He held that discourse 
about metaphysical issues such as the eternity and infinity of the world, the 
relation of soul and body, and personal existence after death were not con- ` 
ducive to the primary tasks of removing suffering and leading the religious 
life. When removing a poisoned arrow from oneself, questions about the 
composition, color, and origin of the arrow are irrelevant. Likewise, ques- 
tions about matters that are not conducive to removing the suffering are only 
distractions. Free from elucidating all theories about the unobservable, the 
Buddha rejects any discussion of metaphysical concepts understood liter- 
ally as referring to imperceptibles or of explanatory theories invoking such 
concepts understood realistically rather than instrumentally. Metaphysical 
questions are best put aside. 

Nonrealism in Buddhism is also evident in its view that our metaphys- 
ical concepts are constructs, convenient fictions about how we use language 
to succeed in the world. As constructs they are not meant to realistically 
refer to anything that has persistent reality. So when King Milinda converses 
with the monk Nagasena over the question of whether Nagasena has a self, 
Nagasena affirms that he has a name, but the name could have been any 
name; names are a “way of counting, a term, an appellation, a convenient 
designation, a mere name,...for there is no [Self] to be found.” In reality no 
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persisting things like chariots or selves are to be found; entity designations 
are convenient—and misleading—fictions that enable us to usefully discuss 
the world of ordinary experience. 

One has to be careful here. Buddhism does not deny the existence of 
things or the unobservable real; rather, it non-affirms them. Advocates of 
the Middle Way are clear that in avoiding essentialism or the view that 
permanent things with essential natures exist, they are not falling into the 
opposite extreme of nihilism.” It is not that there is nothing at all; rather, 
nothing exists except mutually conditioned experience-able events that 
from our ignorance we treat as common things or persons. What leads 
us to identify and name persisting things is the appearance in our expe- 
rience of event groups (khandhas—physical events, feeling events, disposi- 
tional events, perceptual events, and conscious events). Because we desire 
permanence and stability we project from these experienced event groups 
persisting selves and permanent objects. Thus, although the Buddha re- 
fused to take a position on the existence or nonexistence of the truth- 
seeker after death, he developed the theory of the five khandhas or attach- 
ment groups, which are phenomenal events that we take to constitute us. 
But there is no metaphysical basis to project these khandhas beyond our 
experience. 

This is not to deny that what appear to be realist metaphysical discus- 
sions occur in Buddhism. Disciples wanted to explain the persistence of the 
individual in light of the view that there is no self and that all events are in 
flux. They also inquired whether the khandhas possess elemental reality and 
about the status of Nirvana and the liberated person. In this way a whole 
set of knotted metaphysical questions arose in Buddhism after the death of 
the Buddha. It was the burden of the great Buddhist scholar Nagarjuna to 
strengthen Buddhist nonrealism by laying to rest any attempt to establish 
realism. All alleged metaphysical concepts—causation, dhammas (elementary 
realities), space, Nirvana, and so on, have no substantial reality. Everything 
is truly emptiness: all persons and things are empty of self-existence and 
permanence.” 

Nonrealism also arises in the Buddhist treatment of truth. The doctrine 
of fourfold negation—it does not fit the case to say that something is, it does 
not fit the case to say that something is not, it does not fit the case to say that 
it both is and is not, and it does not fit the case to say that it neither is nor 
is not—is applied not to experience but to any attempt to transcend experi- 
ence into metaphysics. And this returns us to the Buddha’s refusal to discuss 
metaphysics. 

In short, despite pulls to engage in realist metaphysics to resolve appar- 
ent problems, Buddhism authorizes nonrealism. What ultimately matters is 
experience that removes suffering and in the final states of meditation is in- 
tuitive, unmediated by language, concepts, or truth-claims. Because pure ex- 
perience is the ultimate end, doctrines, theories, and metaphysical concepts 
all pale, not into falsehood, but into insignificance or emptiness of concep- 
tual content.” 
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RELIGIOUS REALISM 


In contrast to religious nonrealists, religious realists affirm a view that is 
consistent with the way that many Western religions or religious believ- 
ers intend or interpret their beliefs. Religious realists agree that religions 
can be properly studied as psychological and sociological phenomena. Most 
rituals, symbols, traditions, practices, and beliefs originate with humans. 
Humans make prayer beads and have beliefs about their use; they adopt 
worship rituals using flowers, incense, songs, prayers, and sermons. They 
construct moral codes about actions that are permitted, forbidden, or oblig- 
atory. They write theologies or treatises that describe the human predica- 
ment and how it might be addressed. Much of what we take to be religion in 
structure and function, concept and system, is of human origin. However, 
for realists religion is not merely about the origin of religious beliefs and 
practices; it concerns the content, meaning, and referent of those beliefs 
and doctrines: about what really exists independent of us and makes those 
beliefs true or false. 

The fact that religion is a psychological and social phenomenon does not 
mean that religion is reducible to being a psychological and social phenom- 
enon. Religious beliefs not only address human personal and social experi- 
ence, they also speak about the transempirical: about beings such as God, 
events that involve God’s actions in the world, states such as Nirvana, or 
experiences that refer to a transempirical element (mystic or religious expe- 
riences of real divine beings). These beliefs are conveyed in language that 
contains assertions that religious believers take as making truth-claims and 
defended by arguments meant to show that there is good reason to think 
that these beliefs are true. Genuine dialogue is carried on with those who 
think that the beliefs are false. The assertions are true if there actually are 
referents of these assertions, false if not. Statements about the existence and 
nature of God are true if and only if there is a divine being with such prop- 
erties. Statements about actually experiencing the Transcendent are true if 
and only if there is a Transcendent to be experienced. The claim that God 
answers prayer is true if and only if there is a God who does answer prayer. 
The claim that humans exist after death is true if and only if humans do in 
fact live subsequent to their death. In short, religious realism holds that the 
concepts, beliefs, assertions, and worldview of a religion refer to really exist- 
ing transcendent entities or states of affairs. And furthermore, one is rational 
in holding these beliefs only if they are true or there are significant reasons 
to think they are true. 

Religious realists argue that religious nonrealists confuse the origin or 
function of religious claims with the content of these claims. Although it 
may be true that religion “promotes social solidarity and contributes to the 
stability of a society,” this is not what religious claims are about.” One can 
see this by the fact that what would justify the truth of a religious claim 
would be very different from what would justify the claim that religions 
are psychologically and socially propitious. For example, arguments to show 
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that God exists are completely different from arguments showing that belief 
in God is functionally beneficial. 

Underlying realism is the view that propositions about the nonem- 
pirical are true in virtue of their correspondence with that which they are 
about. Propositions about God are not meant to be understood pragmati- 
cally as being true if they facilitate experiences of growth or enable us to get 
along better in the world. They are true if God exists and has the properties 
affirmed. Indeed, realists argue, should the truth of religious belief claims 
be reduced to their pragmatic function, one might wonder why this same 
procedure does not also apply to the disciplines like sociology or psychology 
that study religious phenomena. These disciplines likewise have their origin 
in the human psyche and social experience and make claims to being psy- 
chologically and socially beneficial. But defenders of these disciplines would 
not want to reduce the truths of their own disciplines to the functions of 
these disciplines, so that their content is true only if it is socially or psycho- 
logically beneficial and false if not. As Roger Trigg (b. 1941) writes, “Social 
scientists cannot claim validity for their discipline without allowing that it is 
motivated by the very same search for truth that they wish to suggest in oth- 
ers [i.e. religious persons] is merely the expression of social or psychological 
conditions.”” 

The reduction of belief content to function has the further consequence 
of negating the significance of the differences in the content of religious 
beliefs. It means that differences in content are real differences only if they 
make a difference in practice or in how those beliefs function is society. But 
religious believers want to claim that believing that God is the ultimate re- 
ality is significantly different from, for example, believing that some political 
party is ultimately important. Although one might identify similar practices 
associated with political party conventions and worship of God, like chants, 
speeches, and use of icons, the claims about the two are different in content 
and in justification. Realism seeks to capture those significant differences in 
content. 

In short, religion is about more than persons and their experiences. It is 
about more than whether a person is functioning morally and successfully 
addressing adversity, suffering, and disharmony. It is about more than what 
works—the pragmatic—or the beneficial. For Western religious believers, it 
is about God, who God is, what God does, and how we relate to God to 
address our human predicament. Personal and social experience is contex- 
tualized and explained in terms of the transcendent, about whom we think, 
reason, and discourse. 


WITTGENSTEIN ON RELIGION 


The writings and thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) have had a 
profound impact on contemporary philosophy and theology. Although 
Wittgenstein’s approach to the issue of the meaning of religious statements 


28 Reason and Religious Belief 


has been characterized as nonrealist, D. Z. Phillips (1934-2006) claims that 
Wittgenstein rejects both poles of the realist/nonrealist debate. This rejec- 
tion of poles applies not merely to religious language, but to language in 
general. Both realism and nonrealism presuppose that realism is an option, 
whereas, Phillips argues, “realism is not coherently expressible.” 

Wittgenstein challenges the way in which we view language and belief 
as reflecting a particular type of relation between language or belief and an 
object that we speak about or believe in. For Wittgenstein, the question is not 
what religious words refer to or picture but how they are used in diverse 
contexts. Language has a variety of uses other than picturing or denot- 
ing.” There is no primordial type of language use. Rather, we have diverse 
language usages with family resemblances. These uses tie up with our beha- 
vior, with what we do. 

He argues that we must abandon the notion that the primary way our 
language functions is to point to things; instead we should attend to lan- 
guage use in context. “Luther said that theology is the grammar of the word 
‘God.’ I interpret this to mean that an investigation of the word would be a 
grammatical one. For example, people might dispute about how many arms 
God had, and someone might enter the dispute by denying that one could 
talk about arms of God. This would throw light on the use of the word. What 
is ridiculous or blasphemous also shows the grammar of the word.” When 
religion uses the term “God,” the meaning lies not in any denotation, as if 
God were some object for which the word stands.” God is not picturable like 
objects. “It is an illusion to think that we either could or could not get a pic- 
ture of the object: there is no such object.”” 

“Theology as grammar” describes how we understand our talk about 
God. To understand what we mean we must attend to our use of “God” and 
other religious language (including complex behavioral signs). We can know 
the meaning by seeing how religious people use “God” and other religious 
language in their daily lives—what they do when they speak in this way. 
“When someone who believes in God looks around him and asks ‘Where 
did everything that I see come from?’... he is not asking for a [causal expla- 
nation].... He is expressing an attitude toward all explanation. — But how 
is this shown in his life? It is an attitude that takes a particular matter se- 
riously, but then at a particular point doesn’t take it seriously after all, and 
declares that something else is even more serious. ... Actually I should like 
to say that in this case too the words you utter or what you think as you 
utter them are not what matters, so much as the difference they make at 
various points in your life.”*° The question of whether God exists concerns 
how “God exists” functions in our language, and this in turn concerns how 
our language functions in our life. “How are we taught the word ‘God’ (its 
use, that is)? I cannot give a full grammatical description of it. But I can, as it 
were, make some contributions to such a description; I can say a good deal 
about it and perhaps in time assemble a sort of collection of examples.”*! We 
can identify various ways we are initiated into using “God,” ways that con- 
nect with forms of life like “blessing and cursing, celebrating and lamenting, 
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repenting and forgiving, the cultivation of certain virtues and so on. There 
will be little place for the inferring of some invisible entity’s presence.” 

Thus, religion is not based on hypotheses about God that need justifi- 
cation in terms of general criteria. Whether or not unicorns exist or the sun 
is x miles from the earth can be settled by relevant criteria. That God exists 
has no such criteria. To think that the criteria are the same in all cases is the 
“illegitimate elevation of one use of these words as a paradigm for any use of 
the words.” Similarly with assuming that nothing can be believed without 
sufficient evidence or grounds. Assuming that we need grounds for reli- 
gious belief fails to see that the grammar of belief involves seeing how belief 
regulates a person’s life. At the same time, debunking religion by showing 
that religion develops from social projection or the like still leaves some- 
thing about humans unresolved. The religious “language game” connects 
with the life of worshippers and has a bearing on features of their lives." 
Religious language and behavior serve a purpose; religions are expressions 
of human nature: a human creation. (We will say more about Wittgenstein’s 
theory of language in Chapter 12.) 

In the end, of course, Wittgenstein is a nonrealist, although not uniquely 
a religious nonrealist. He is not a nonrealist in the sense that religious beliefs 
have to be corrected whereas non-religious beliefs do not, or that language 
other than religious language is realist, but rather in the sense that all lan- 
guage addresses human behavior. As with other beliefs, “religious beliefs 
[are] expressive attitudes which have no necessary relation to the object of 
the belief. It is in the use of the picture that the relation of belief to its object 
is to be understood.” The task of philosophy is to see how language is used 
in the context of the forms of life.*° 

Realists will continue to be dissatisfied; for them meaning has been 
confused with use of language. They will continue to hold that not only is 
the use of the language or belief important in the individual’s life, but so is 
what is talked about. Of course we cannot picture God, but that prohibition 
should not prevent us from believing that God really exists, one who can re- 
late to the world and to us. 


WHY IS THIS ISSUE IMPORTANT? 


Why does this issue in the philosophy of religion matter? By now it should 
be obvious that how one views religious beliefs and assertions will have a 
significant impact on how one “does” philosophy of religion. Not all nonreal- 
ists have the same antipathy toward religion as Freud, Dennett, or Dawkins. 
Whereas many nonrealists think it wise to abandon religion altogether, 
some nonrealists are not quite so negative about religion.” Rather, they en- 
vision nonrealism as an attempt to rescue the significance of religion in an 
increasingly scientific and pluralistic era. When religions can be disabused 
of making truth-claims and appealing to rational justification in terms of 
transempirical conditions, they can then be properly placed in a pluralistic 
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society next to each other as having salutary social and psychological func- 
tions. Realists, however, believe that this sacrifices the truth and content of 
religious beliefs for a function. Reduction of content to function removes any 
power that religious theories have to explain the human situation. The re- 
alist takes seriously the claim that the imperceptible might exist and might 
have significant causal effects in the world, and that religions are attempts to 
connect in an explanatory role the nonempirical with the empirical. 

In short, this issue is critical for “doing” philosophy of religion. First, 
for the religious nonrealist what matters is not the religious content, but 
whether the religion and its beliefs are instrumental in benefiting the person 
or society. In fact, two theories with equivalent results should be, for all 
intents and purposes, pragmatically equivalent. In such cases no difference 
exists between religion A and religion B, or even religion A and nonreli- 
gious theory B, provided they are pragmatically indistinguishable. But this 
removes the intellectual component from religious theories, and in doing so 
would remove any explanatory power the theories would have. But religious 
theories were introduced for, among other things, their explanatory power. 
Only religious realism preserves the intellectual content of theories. 

Second, from a philosophical perspective, the nonrealist makes rational 
assessment of religious theories impossible. On a religious nonrealist view, 
philosophy of religion, conducted as an investigation of the truth and jus- 
tification of religious beliefs, is a pointless endeavor. It might generate in- 
teresting philosophical debate, but nothing really intellectually significant 
hinges on it. The real question is whether religion has any practical, benefi- 
cial value. On the religious realist view, philosophy of religion is precisely 
an investigation of the meaning, truth, and justification of religious beliefs 
as intended to refer to transcendent realities, beliefs that are worthy of close 
and careful analysis. 

In what follows in this book, we will adopt the position of religious re- 
alism. It will allow us to investigate whether sense can be made of claims 
that people have experienced God and what significance such events might 
have. We will investigate alleged evidence for and against the existence of 
God. We will inquire into the properties that might properly apply to God, 
asking what they might mean, whether they are logically consistent, and 
how they might be predicated of God. And we will consider whether we can 
make truth-claims about God’s intervention in the world. In all of these and 
other tasks, we will take seriously questions of meaning, truth, and justifica- 
tion from a realist perspective. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. What is the religious nonrealist view of religion? What arguments can be given 
for it? 


2. What critique would a nonrealist give of a realist view of religion? 
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3. What is the religious realist view of religion? What arguments can be given 
for it? 


4, What critique would a realist give of a nonrealist view of religion? 


5. What is Wittgenstein’s understanding of language, and how does it apply to reli- 
gious language? 


6. Why is the debate between religious realism and nonrealism important for 
“doing” philosophy of religion? 
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CHAPTER 3 


RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 


What Does It Mean to Encounter 
the Divine? 





[a many religions believers not only claim to experience some Ultimate 
Reality but feel that such experiences give significant meaning and direction 
to their lives. In the eighth century sce, the Hebrew prophet Isaiah recorded 
his experience of God: 


In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, 
high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him 
were seraphs, each with six wings, ... calling to one another: “Holy, holy, 
holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” ... “Woe 
to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live 
among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord 
Almighty.” 


One of the more famous experiences of the divine is found in the writ- 
ings of the North African Christian theologian Augustine (354-430): 


I was asking myself these questions [“Why not make an end of my ugly 
sins at this moment?”], weeping all the while with the most bitter sorrow in 
my heart, when all at once I heard the sing-song voice of a child in a nearby 
house. Whether it was the voice of a boy or a girl I cannot say, but again and 
again it repeated the refrain “Take it and read, take it and read.” At this I 
looked up, thinking hard whether there was any kind of game in which 
children used to chant words like these, but I could not remember ever 
hearing them before. I stemmed my flood of tears and stood up, telling my- 
self that this could only be a divine command to open my book of Scripture 
and read the first passage on which my eyes should fall.” 


Some experiences make less or even no appeal to sensory data but none- 
theless provide focus to human life. Consider the following Hindu descrip- 
tion of an awareness of the universal Self: 
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Not by sight is It grasped, not even by speech, 

Not by any other sense-organs, austerity, or work. 

By the peace of knowledge, one’s nature purified— 

In that way, however, by meditating, one does behold Him who is without 
parts.’ 


How are we to understand religious experiences? In this chapter we 
will explore what a religious experience is, whether we can use religious 
experience to justify our religious beliefs, and whether described religious 
experiences have a common core. 


TYPES OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 


An experience is an event that one lives through (either as a participant or an 
observer) and of which one is conscious or aware. For example, to experience 
a World Series baseball game is to play in it, attend and watch the game, or 
(in an extended or mediated sense) see it on television or hear it on the radio. 
Religious experiences differ, in part, from ordinary experiences in that what is 
experienced is taken by the person to be some supernatural being or pres- 
ence (God either in himself or as manifest in some action), a being related 
to God (a manifestation of God or person such as the Virgin Mary), or some 
indescribable Ultimate Reality (such as the nondual Absolute [Brahman] or 
Nirvana). 

It is important to distinguish religious experience from gaining a reli- 
gious insight‘ Religious experience, as we understand it, requires that per- 
sons have or believe that they have an encounter with some transcendent 
reality, whereas those having a religious insight need not believe that they 
are encountering some transcendent reality. For example, one might get an 
insight into the way sin proliferates and conquers us by noting, when dig- 
ging in one’s garden, that if the roots of a nearby tree are not continually 
removed from the soil, they gradually spread and choke out the vegetable 
plants. Although some concept of God is necessary to understand the con- 
cept of sin (understood as an offense against God), the gardener need not 
believe that he or she has experienced God to achieve this religious insight. 
Some event in our ordinary experience may suffice to trigger an insight into 
our spiritual condition or the relation of God to the world without our ever 
experiencing or believing that we have experienced God in that event. Of 
course, a religious experience can be the source of religious insight. Both 
Isaiah and Augustine claimed that their experiences of God gave them un- 
derstanding both about the nature of God and about their own sinfulness. 
But one can have religious insight without either experiencing God or be- 
lieving that God exists, whereas to have a religious experience requires that 
God or some transcendent reality be either the object of the experience or 
taken to be such. 

Religious traditions often treat both insight and religious experience 
as important, if not necessary, to achieve the ultimate goal of liberation or 
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salvation. For example, Buddhists hold that because our human predica- 
ment or bondage (suffering or dukkha) is caused by ignorance, insight into 
the nature of reality is necessary to liberate us. By seeing that all, including 
ourselves, is insubstantial, impermanent, and changing, one is freed from 
the ignorance that takes things as objects worthy of desire. Cravings and 
desires (tanha) can be eliminated ultimately only by terminating their root 
causes, which according to the twelve-spoked wheel of dependent origina- 
tion include sensation, consciousness, and ultimately ignorance. Thus, re- 
ligious practice can be directed properly to a religious experience where 
sensation, conceptualization, and even insight cease and the state of empti- 
ness is attained. 


By the transcendence of all conceptualizations of form, by the disappear- 
ance of conceptualizations based upon sense-data, by paying no attention 
to conceptualization of manifoldness, having attained to the sphere of 
infinite space [the practitioner] remains therein, thinking “space is un- 
ending”. By entirely transcending the sphere of infinite space [infinite 
consciousness; of nothing at all; of neither conceptualization nor non-con- 
ceptualization], having attained to the sphere of infinite consciousness 
[nothing at all; neither conceptualization nor non-conceptualization; the 
cessation of sensation and conceptualization] [the practitioner] remains 
therein. 


We claim to experience God or Ultimate Reality in a variety of ways. 
Richard Swinburne (b. 1934) suggests five types of religious experience, clas- 
sified from the perspective of the person having the religious experiences.® 
These types he considers mutually exclusive and totally exhaustive: 


1. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through a common, public, 
sensory object. For example, one might claim to see God in an icon, sunset, or 
ocean. Icons or sunsets are not God, but that in and through which God or 
the transcendent is encountered. 


I went further up into the hills, with my stick and my dog. In the loveliness 
of the morning, and the beauty of the hills and valleys, I soon lost my sense 
of sadness and regret. For nearly an hour I walked along the road to the 
“Cat and Fiddle,” and then returned. On the way back, suddenly, without 
warning, | felt that I was in Heaven—an inward state of peace and joy and 
assurance indescribably intense.... These highest experiences that I have 
had of God’s presence have been rare and brief—flashes of consciousness 
which have compelled me to exclaim with surprise—God is here!’ 


2. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through an unusual, public, 
sensory object. For example, one might claim to experience the transcendent 
through an appearance of the Virgin at Lourdes, in a figure seen in a cloud 
formation, or in a bush that burned but was not consumed. 


Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro ... And the 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of 
a bush; and he looked, and lo, the bush was burning, yet it was not con- 
sumed. ... God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” 
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The appearance would be public, in thatmany people present could (in theory) 
observe what is happening and experience God through it. However, the 
appearance is unusual, for few assert they have seen the Virgin at Lourdes, 
and only Moses claimed to witness an unconsumed burning bush. 

One might also claim to experience something unusual that someone 
else in the same situation might take to be common or ordinary. Swinburne 
provides the example, described in the New Testament, of the encounter 
by two persons of a man walking to Emmaus. The two eventually under- 
stood this companion to be the risen Jesus Christ, whereas another “might 
have had the same visual sensations ... and yet not had the religious 
experience.” 


3. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through private sensations 
that can be described in normal sensory language. Visions, dreams, locutions, 
and the like, despite being described in sensory language, are available to 
only one person. For example, a person might claim to experience God in a 
dream or vision, as did Peter, who, in a trance, saw a cloth filled with unko- 
sher animals lowered from heaven.’ Consider another example: 


I was sitting in a certain chapel, and while I was taking pleasure in the de- 
light of some prayer or meditation, I suddenly felt within me an unwonted 
and pleasant fire. When I had for long doubted whence it came, I learned 
by experience that it came from the Creator and not from creature, since I 
found it ever more pleasing and full of heat." 


4, Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through private sensations 
that cannot be described in normal sensory language. Here one feels or claims to 
experience something, but it cannot be spoken about; it is ineffable. For ex- 
ample, St. Teresa of Avila (1512-1582) relates this experience: 


I was at prayer on a festival of the glorious Saint Peter when I saw Christ 
at my side—or, to put it better, I was conscious of Him, for neither with the 
eyes of the body nor with those of the soul did I see anything. I thought 
He was quite close to me and I saw that it was He Who, as I thought, was 
speaking to me. ... All the time Jesus Christ seemed to be beside me, but 
as this was not an imaginary vision, I could not discern in what form: what 
I felt very clearly was that all the time He was at my right hand, and a wit- 
ness of everything that I was doing.” 


5. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality that is not mediated by any sensa- 
tions. The person claims to be intuitively and immediately aware of God, the 
One, or Emptiness. A Western mystic, Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464), writes: 


I behold Thee, O Lord my God, in a kind of mental trance, for if sight be not 
sated with seeing, nor the ear with hearing, then much less is the intellect 
with understanding.® 


This type is most richly illustrated by the higher meditational states of 
Hinduism and Buddhism. 
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Of one who has entered the first trance the voice has ceased: of one who 
has entered the second trance reasoning and reflection have ceased; of one 
who has entered the third trance joy has ceased; of one who has entered the 
fourth trance the inspirations and expirations have ceased; of one who has 
entered the realm of the infinity of space the perception of form has ceased; 
of one who has entered the realm of the infinity of consciousness the per- 
ception of the realm of the infinity of space has ceased; of one who has en- 


tered the realm of nothingness the perception of the realm of the infinity of 
consciousness has ceased.“ 


In reality perhaps few religious experiences fall cleanly into one given 
type, for experiences contain richly diverse elements. For example, Nicholas 
commends beginning meditation with an icon, although the ultimate expe- 
rience of God is nonsensory: 


But I perceive, not with my fleshly eyes, which look on this icon of Thee, 
but with the eyes of my mind and understanding, the invisible truth of Thy 
face, which therein is signified, under a shadow and limitation. Thy true 
face is freed from any limitation; it hath neither quantity nor quality, nor is 
it of time or place, for it is the Absolute Form, the Face of faces. 


Accordingly, it is less important to try to categorize each experience than to 
understand more generally the diversity of ways persons understand their 
religious experiences. Mystical experience (generally categorized as type 
4 or 5) provides one kind of religious experience but does not exhaust all 
possibilities. 

Given this typology of how people understand their religious experi- 
ences, the question remains concerning what people really experience. Do 
they really experience God, the One, or Emptiness, or do they only inter- 
pret certain experiences or feelings religiously? Philosophers have sug- 
gested at least three different perspectives on the structure of religious 
experience. 


RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AS FEELING 


In his influential nineteenth-century writings, Friedrich Schleiermacher 
(1768-1834) contended that religious experience is not an intellectual or 
cognitive experience, but “a feeling of absolute or total dependence upon a 
source or power that is distinct from the world.” It is self-authenticating, 
intuitive, and unmediated by concepts, ideas, beliefs, or practices. Because it 
is a feeling preceding conceptual distinctions, we cannot describe it. It is an 
affective rather than a cognitive experience. 

This view influenced many, including Rudolf Otto (1869-1937). He 
agrees that some aspects of God can be grasped by reason. By analogy we 
can ascribe to God attributes such as spirit, purpose, good will, omnipotence, 
and selfhood. “All these attributes constitute clear and definite concepts: they 
can be grasped by the intellect; they can be analyzed by thought; they even 
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admit of definition.”” Yet in respect to God’s deeper nature—his holiness— 
God cannot be rationally known; God is ineffable. We must apprehend God's 
holiness by something that goes beyond the rational—namely, by feeling. 

Otto understands religious experience as a feeling, or better, a complex 
of feelings. This feeling comes in many forms: 


The feeling of [the mysterium tremendum] may at times come sweeping like 
a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship. 
It may pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul, continu- 
ing, as it were, thrillingly vibrant and resonant. ... It may burst in sudden 
eruption up from the depths of the soul with spasms and convulsions, or 
lead to the strangest excitements, to intoxicated frenzy, to transport, and to 
ecstasy. 


Otto finds the numinous manifested in three specific types of feel- 
ing. We experience the feeling of dependence, that we are mere creatures, 
“submerged and overwhelmed by [our] own nothingness in contrast to that 
which is supreme above all creatures.”” We can also experience the feel- 
ing of religious dread (awe) and of being overpowered before the mysterium 
tremendum. We shudder and quake at the “sight” of God. And finally, we 
have a feeling of longing for the transcendent being that fascinates us. Built 
into us is a restless longing for God.” 

William James (1842-1910) contends that since “feeling is the deeper 
source of religion,” philosophical and theological reflections are second- 
ary products, outgrowths of religious experience. Without religious experi- 
ence, we would have no theologies or religious philosophies. “The attempt 
to demonstrate by purely intellectual processes the truth of the deliverances 
of direct religious experience is absolutely hopeless.””” 

James correctly contends that there would be no philosophy of religion 
if people had no religious experience. At the same time, for religious expe- 
rience to generate the myths, dogmas, and theologies that are the stuff of 
philosophy of religion, religious experience cannot be “private and dumb, 
and unable to give an account of itself.” That is, it is hard to see how one 
can generate the cognitive religious truth-claims found in theology and re- 
ligious philosophy out of noncognitive feelings. If both the experienced and 
the experience are ineffable, and if the latter is so fundamental that it pre- 
cedes cognitive distinctions, what religious truths can follow from it? Even 
attempts to describe the experience by analogy presuppose that the event 
can be cognitively understood, so that one can appreciate which analogies 
are appropriate to the experience and which are not. 

A second objection is that defenders of this view have misunderstood 
the nature of feelings and emotions. Emotions are not more fundamental 
than beliefs or behavior. Indeed, emotions, like beliefs and acts, depend on 
concepts. Emotions 

are in part constituted by concepts and judgments. To say that a concept 


is constitutive of an emotion is to say that the emotion cannot be specified 
without reference to that concept. ... In order to specify an emotion it is 
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necessary to specify the quality of the feeling, the object of the emotion and 
the rational grounds by which the subject justifies the emotion. We can now 
see that among those grounds are the subject's beliefs about the causes of 
his state.” 


But if concepts in part constitute emotions, religious experience cannot be 
completely divorced from the cognitive. 

At the same time, however, one might contend that both objections 
place too much emphasis on the cognitive aspect of religious experi- 
ence. In some religious traditions religious experience involves a gradual 
weaning of the individual from cognitive consciousness to a state that, at 
best, can be described as pure consciousness or pure emptiness (shunya). 
In Buddhism, for example, the goal is to transcend all conceptualization 
in order to attain to the sphere of pure consciousness, and from there to 
the state of emptiness. Experiencers seek not knowledge but to free them- 
selves from the cravings and desires of being a self. Once we realize that 
there is no self, we can remove the cravings and desires that flow from 
desire for self and consequently remove the suffering that pervades our 
existence. Religious experience, at this stage, is fundamentally directed 
toward liberation, not cognitive understanding. Indeed, by overcoming 
the subject-object distinction, cognitive understanding is rendered im- 
possible. Religious experience in this tradition is not feeling, but it is ulti- 
mately noncognitive. 


SOME RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AS PERCEPTUAL EXPERIENCE 


A second view is that some religious experiences are a type of perceptual ex- 
perience. William Alston (1921-2009), for example, holds that many (although 
by no means all) claimed experiences of God have the same generic struc- 
ture as perception.” (Alston is particularly interested in nonsensory or what 
he terms mystical experiences of God.) We can discern three elements in our 
ordinary, sensory perception (seeing a cat): the perceiver (the person who 
sees the cat), the perceived object (the cat that is seen), and the phenomenon 
(the appearance of the cat). Similarly, there are three elements in many expe- 
riences of God: the religious experiencer, what is experienced (God), and the 
appearance or presentation of God to the perceiver. Philosophers debate pre- 
cisely how perception is to be analyzed; in particular, they raise questions 
concerning the status of the phenomenon. But philosophers generally agree 
that in perception objects present themselves to us in ways that enable us to 
know them. The cat looks like a cat; what is experienced is not simply inter- 
preted as being a cat. Similarly, in experiences of God, God presents himself 
in ways that enable us to know God and his actions. God appears as God; 
what is experienced is not merely interpreted as being God. 

Some might think it strange to understand some religious experience 
or experiences of God as a kind of perception. It appears that ordinary per- 
ceptual or sense experience differs in important ways from experiences of 
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God. Sense perception is a common experience, “continuously, insistently 
and unavoidably present in all our waking hours,” whereas religious experi- 
ence is unusual, perhaps even rare; sense perception is “vivid and richly de- 
tailed, bursting with information” about the world, whereas the experience 
of God is “dim, meager, and obscure,” yielding rather less information about 
God; all humans have the capacity for sense perception, but many seem not 
to have the capacity for religious experience.” These differences, however, 
do not show that nonsensory experiences of God do not have a perceptual 
structure. For one thing, neither the frequency of an experience nor the 
amount of information it yields tells us anything about its structure. It is the 
significance of the information that is important. That many people do not 
have religious experiences is irrelevant to the claim that some experiences of 
God are structured like perceptual experience, for the rarity might be due 
to what is experienced, not the person having the experience. Neither does 
the presence of diverse interpretative schemes count against a perceptual 
analysis of religious experience, for people bring diverse backgrounds to the 
experience. It might indeed be the case that our ancient ancestors had much 
more diverse ways of understanding sensory perception than are found in 
modern human society. 

Some philosophers, however, point to one significant difference that al- 
legedly shows that experiences of God are not a type of perception. The dif- 
ference concerns the nature of the perceptual appearance or presentation (the 
phenomenon). Ordinary perception is sensory; the perceived object presents 
itself as bearing certain sensory qualities. For example, the desk in front 
of me appears brown, hard, rectangular, and wooden. But those who have 
experiences of God sometimes report that what they perceive (namely, God) 
bears perceptual qualities that are not sensory. The qualities they experience 
in God include goodness, power, love, sovereignty, and giving strength.”” 
The problem is this: If the characteristics of what is allegedly perceived (the 
phenomenon) in certain experiences of God differ so much from the sensory 
phenomena of ordinary perceptual experience, is not the structure of these 
experiences of God so different from perceptual experience that it is a mis- 
take to understand these experiences of God perceptually? 

Alston admits that the perceived qualities of experiences of God— 
properties such as power, beauty, goodness, plentitude, loving, wise, and 
glorious—are not sensory. For example, they may concern God’s dispo- 
sitions or the attitudes behind his actions. However, for Alston that does 
not mean that these properties cannot be the content of a perception. He 
distinguishes between phenomenal qualities (the way something looks to 
me at the moment) and objective qualities (the way we expect an object to 
look under normal circumstances). When we describe an experienced object, 
he claims, frequently our description refers to its objective qualities given 
under normal circumstances and not to its phenomenal or immediately per- 
ceived qualities. If you asked me to describe my house, I would not list the 
particular sense data that Iam now receiving—that my house appears to me 
dark brown and beige, darker in the shadows, trapezoidal beneath the roof, 
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and so on. If we give descriptions of perceived objects in terms of how they 
look to us at the moment, the description would be both indefinitely large (to 
reflect the large quantity of received sensory data) and so unique (because 
I perceive objects under indefinitely many lighting conditions and from in- 
definitely many angles) that we could not construct usable concepts from 
such diverse patterns. Rather, we often speak about the thing’s objective or 
dispositional qualities by using assumed or unstated comparative concepts.” 
That is, when I describe an object, I state how it would look under normal 
conditions. For example, to the question, “What is the color of your house?” 
I would respond that it is beige, although given the time of day it might not 
look beige now. 

To put this point more simply, just ask yourself what is the shape of your 
bedroom door. More than likely you will say that the door is rectangular. Yet 
rectangularity likely is not its phenomenal property for you at the moment; 
rather, from where you are sitting it probably appears trapezoidal. But you 
usually give its objective property (rectangularity) when asked what shape 
the door you see has. 

In a similar fashion, God’s qualities of power, goodness, compassion, 
wisdom, and love are reported using not phenomenal or sensory language 
but comparative concepts. They characterize how God could be expected 
to appear under certain normal conditions (his objective rather than phe- 
nomenal properties). If we describe our experience of God using compar- 
ative concepts, the way we often report our experience of God distinctly 
parallels how we report objects of sense perception. Just as we frequently 
report our perception of things not by talking about how the things appear 
at the moment but rather by using comparative concepts referring to how 
they would look in normal circumstances (their objective properties), so our 
reports of our experience of God appeal to comparative rather than phenom- 
enal concepts. 

An objection might be raised to the effect that we know how houses, 
cars, and trees would appear in normal circumstances because we could, if 
pressed, provide the relevant phenomenal description. The objective prop- 
erties are at some time phenomenal. But how do those who experience God 
know how God would appear under normal circumstances, since God is im- 
material and they cannot provide a phenomenal description of God? 

Alston suggests that we cannot anticipate ahead of time, apart from ex- 
perience, what something would look like. Without experience we would 
not know that “trees, in general, are recognizable by their look, while physi- 
cists are not.”” What prepares us for our experience of God is our experience 
with humans who are more or less good, powerful, and loving; this experi- 
ence of persons gives us some idea of what it is like to experience God show- 
ing these properties. 

However, the experience of a person being loving is not strictly a per- 
ceptual experience in the triadic way sketched above. We can experience a 
person doing a certain action. But that the action stems from love or is a 
loving action is an inference from what we experience, an experience that 
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invokes a whole host of assumptions about what kinds of actions would or 
would not stem from a loving character. One does not perceive the loving- 
ness, although one might use the action witnessed to infer that the person 
who performed the action was loving or doing the action out of love. But 
introducing inferences moves us from the immediacy of direct perception 
to mediating experiences. Alston, however, is concerned to develop a model 
of immediate, direct perception of God. It would seem that we should have 
some idea of the phenomenal conditions under which we could experience 
God in order to anticipate how God would manifest his goodness under 
normal circumstances. 

The question concerning how God would appear gives rise to a second 
problem. Whereas human sensory perception is generally consistent, so 
that we can check the accuracy of any particular perception by appealing 
to other perceptual experiences, religious experiences are extremely di- 
verse. Thus, the accuracy of any particular experience cannot be so easily 
confirmed. Religious experiences are conditioned by distinctive cultural and 
religious perspectives, so that what people in various religions experience 
widely differs. The Ultimate Reality that a Hindu experiences is very dif- 
ferent from the personal God a Christian experiences. But we cannot easily 
confirm which is correct independent of the distinctive religious systems. 
This, of course, does not show necessarily that no religious experience is 
perceptual; it may only mean that religious experiences are more open to in- 
dividual interpretation. We will return to the problem of diverse experiences 
later in this chapter.” 


RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AS INTERPRETATION BASED 
ON RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 


Defenders of a third view reject the thesis that religious experiences can be 
perceptual experiences. According to Wayne Proudfoot (b. 1939), to call an 
experience a perception entails a claim not only about the person’s aware- 
ness of the event (something must have been presented to or appeared to the 
perceiver), but also about the cause of the experience. For our experiences 
really to be perceptions, the perceived object must be present and make a 
causal contribution (of the right sort) to our experience of it. For example, 
to say that a person sees a cat is to grant both that a cat is present and that 
the cat causally contributes to the person’s seeing it. If the cat neither exists 
nor in some way causes the perception, then we say, not that the person per- 
ceives or sees the cat, but that the person hallucinates a cat or mistakes some- 
thing else for a cat. 

If a religious experience is a kind of perceptual experience, the same 
conditions must hold true for it. What is perceived must exist and make a 
causal contribution of the right sort to our experience of it. But because we 
want to be liberal in allowing that people have religious experiences, un- 
derstanding religious experiences as perceptions would commit us to the 
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belief that the objects of or alleged causes of those religious experiences re- 
ally exist. That is, we could not admit that people had religious experiences 
without admitting that what they perceived existed. To avoid this unsatis- 
factory result, Proudfoot holds that our characterization of religious expe- 
rience must be broad enough to permit someone to admit that people have 
religious experiences that they describe in terms of experiencing something 
divine, without having to grant that anyone actually experienced a divine 
object. Using language from Chapter 2, Proudfoot is a religious nonrealist 
about religious experience. 

For Proudfoot, a religious experience is an experience that the person 
who has it takes or interprets as religious. The experience is not religious 
because it has religious content (which is the case on the perceptual view) 
but because of the belief structure that persons bring to whatever experience 
they have, because it is based on the person's religious belief. 

Proudfoot distinguishes the description of the experience from the ex- 
planation of it. In describing the experience, the perspective of the subject 
dominates. Religious experiences cannot be described apart from the expe- 
riencer’s belief system, including the belief that the best way to explain the 
experience is that the experienced object exists and caused the experience. In 
describing religious experience, to reduce it to any other kind of experience 
is to misidentify the experience. As such, scientific accounts that dispense 
with the supernatural element are irrelevant to describing the experience, for 
whereas science attempts to explain the experience in terms of its natural 
causes, those who have the religious experience require that a supernat- 
ural explanation be part of its description. In this purely descriptive sense, 
Proudfoot echoes Alston’s perceptual account of religious experience. 

However, for Proudfoot, the fact that experiencers describe the expe- 
rience in terms of the supernatural does not mean that this is how the ex- 
perience is to be explained or understood. Here is where Proudfoot departs 
from Alston’s perceptual account. In the case of Augustine, it might just have 
happened that, apart from any divine activity or intention, a child nearby 
was playing a game, of which the sing-song—“take it and read”—was a part. 
What makes the experience a religious experience is that Augustine under- 
stood these words in light of his religious beliefs that God exists and can 
communicate through spoken and written words. In other words, an expe- 
rience is a genuine religious experience for persons because it is a product 
of their belief system, regardless of the conditions that hold in reality. All 
that is required is that experiencers describe or interpret their experience 
in terms of categories and beliefs about the supernatural. Hence, religious 
experience is constituted by concepts and beliefs and shaped by language. It 
is not an objective report about the cause of an experience but a theoretical 
commitment to a certain set of religious beliefs and practices. This means 
that descriptions of religious experiences fit no single pattern; different be- 
lief structures give rise to different accounts of religious experiences. 

But can a person experience God? If each person’s concepts and 
beliefs shape his or her religious experience, how can we determine which 
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account—the natural or the supernatural—provides the best explanation? 
As a religious nonrealist, Proudfoot is not interested in this sort of question. 
External causes like the supernatural are irrelevant. Because 


the concepts and beliefs under which the subject identifies his or her ex- 
perience determine whether or not it is a religious experience, we need to 
explain why the subject employs those particular concepts and beliefs. We 
must explain why the subject was confronted with this particular set of al- 
ternative ways of understanding his experience and why he employed the 
one he did. What we want is a historical or cultural explanation.”! 


Proudfoot’s account clearly differs from the perceptual account. In the 
perceptual account, we want to know what caused or brought about the re- 
ligious experience. But for Proudfoot, we are interested in why the person 
invokes this particular belief system to describe the experience. What is there 
about the person's upbringing, acquaintances, experiences, and present life 
that bring him or her to claim that this experience cannot be explained nat- 
urally? In effect, we want to know a person’s psychological history. Whereas 
the perceptual account is directed toward helping us understand something 
about the divine, Proudfoot wants to help us understand religious people 
and how they come to their beliefs. Whereas in the perceptual account there 
may be grounds to evaluate the veracity of claims of religious experience, for 
Proudfoot veracity is not an issue. 


NEUROTHEOLOGY 


The recent meteoric rise of brain science has sparked an increased interest 
in exploring connections between kinds of experiences and the workings of 
specific brain areas. A half-century ago researchers noted that individuals 
suffering seizures from temporal lobe epilepsy exhibited heightened beha- 
vior that bore similarities to religious experiences, such as hearing voices. 
Advances in neuroscientific techniques and equipment, such as positron- 
emission tomography (PET) and functional magnetic-resonance imaging 
(fMRI), allow researchers to more accurately assess whether people’s brains 
undergo changes when they report having religious experiences. They have 
scanned persons’ brains while they were meditating, praying, or in some 
mystical state, and have compared the observed results with their subjects’ 
brain states when they were performing other tasks or resting. The research- 
ers observed that during reported religious experiences the blood flow in 
diverse areas of the subject’s brain, such as the parietal lobe, decreased, 
whereas it increased in other areas, such as the amygdala, the right ante- 
rior temporal cortex, and the right prefrontal cortex.” This is particularly 
interesting because the areas positively affected often are associated with 
self-consciousness. When they compared the brain activity of religious prac- 
titioners and atheists who were asked to think about God, the brains of re- 
ligious people displayed significantly different brain patterns that engaged 
more regions of their brains than did atheists. 
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What insights can we gain from these correlations? Some believe that 
the correlation provides critical information about the nature and functions 
of religious experience, what it means for people to be religious or engage 
in religious practices, and even of religion itself. From the data some neu- 
rotheologians advance nonrealist, naturalistic hypotheses to explain why we 
have or are biologically enabled by evolution to have religious experiences. 
Religion understood in terms of experience is grounded in human biology, 
the result of millennia of religious practice. 

Some, however, argue that at best the data show that particular brain 
states enable religious experiences. Others contend that the evidence suggests 
that religious experiences affect brain states, while still others maintain that 
these events manifest such individual diversity that no general conclusions 
can be drawn. Methodologically, the studies presuppose that the experi- 
encer can self-induce religious experiences in controlled environments and 
that they are consciously available to the person while being scanned. In 
effect, what these neuroscientific studies actually show, at this stage, is not 
indisputably discernible. 

Perhaps the best the studies can do is describe what happens in the 
brains of those who allegedly are having a religious experience or are en- 
gaged in spiritual practices like meditation or prayer, leaving open the ques- 
tion of the religious nature of the experience. Even if neural scans confirm 
increased activity in certain brain areas during the subjectively reported 
religious experience, they do not mandate anything more than correlation. 
They do not help us to decide whether religious experience reduces to or 
whether it causes brain activity; nor do they answer the question of whether 
religious experience does or does not validate claims about the existence 
of some experienced transcendent object. This question remains to be dis- 
cussed, and to it we turn. 


CAN RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE JUSTIFY RELIGIOUS BELIEF? 


We cannot doubt that people have religious experiences. But many philoso- 
phers of religion are interested in whether these experiences can provide the 
basis or grounds for making knowledge claims about reality. Some theists 
contend that religious experience plays a valuable role in justifying religious 
beliefs. As one bumper sticker puts it, “God is not dead—I talked with him 
this morning!” But whether the alleged experience of God can be used to 
ground our beliefs depends, in part, upon how one characterizes religious 
experience. 

Suppose that religious experiences are merely feelings. Schleiermacher 
thought that not only could he generate the structure of religious belief by 
an appeal to these feelings, he also could justify that structure by the same 
feelings. But can feelings justify cognitive belief? The difficulty arises from 
the claim that both God (as transcendent) and our experience of God (as 
feeling, unstructured by concepts and beliefs) are indescribable (ineffable). 
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But for the experience to have cognitive significance, it must be mediated by 
rational beliefs and concepts. 

Otto faces a similar problem. He grants that the conceptual descriptions 
of the numinous are not “genuine intellectual ‘concepts,’ but only a sort of 
illustrative substitute for a concept.”** He calls the concepts used to describe 
the experience “ideograms,” imperfect analogies drawn from our ordinary 
experience. Yet he designates certain concepts as appropriate for marking 
the numinous. To distinguish what appropriately designates it from what 
does not implies that there is some conceptual system by which the numi- 
nous can be grasped. The experience of the numinous, therefore, must have 
some intellectual content. 

In short, those who describe religious experience as mere feeling en- 
counter a dilemma. If the religious experience is ineffable, then it cannot be 
used to ground religious beliefs, for it provides no content for the ground- 
ing. If, however, the experience has conceptual content, then it cannot be 
independent of conceptual expression and immune from criticism. Those 
who make religious experience into mere feeling cannot have it both inef- 
fable and the foundation for religious conceptual systems. 

Suppose that one characterizes religious experience as Proudfoot does— 
namely, as experience the experiencer interprets as caused by something 
supernatural but whose explanation may be quite different. Then the very 
designation of an experience as religious requires that experiencers have 
certain beliefs about what they take to be its cause. The invocation of beliefs 
about the identification of the cause is part of the description of the experi- 
ence. This means that religious experience is not a phenomenon that can be 
used to establish or ground religious beliefs. Since the religious experience 
is constituted by the beliefs, it cannot be used to justify those beliefs, for 
example about the existence of a supernatural cause. To do so would be to 
argue in a circle: the experience is religious because someone has religious 
beliefs that are included in the interpretation of the event as being caused by 
God; and that person has good reason to believe that his or her beliefs about 
God are true because of this religious experience. 

The consequence of this nonrealist view is that religious experience is 
meaningful insofar as it finds its place within a particular religious world- 
view or belief system. The experience is religious and makes sense because 
a person already has a set of beliefs that includes the supernatural. The 
existence of the supernatural is not properly inferred from the experi- 
ence but only a part of its description and, hence, a presupposition of the 
experience. 

The critical question here concerns what justifies our belief in some- 
thing we take to be an object of experience. It appears that justification needs 
to be understood in terms of what best explains this and similar experiences. 
If the best explanation for a perceptual experience of a cat is the presence 
of a cat, then that experience might provide evidence for the existence of a 
cat. Similarly, if the best explanation for a religious experience is a supernat- 
ural cause, then that experience might provide evidence for God's existence. 
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Some may offer a completely naturalistic explanation of the experience. 
However, the more experiences that can be explained cogently by appeal 
to the supernatural, and the more these experiences fit in with a coherent 
belief structure, the more one is justified in believing that this explanation 
of the experience is correct. This reply suggests that some religious experi- 
ences can be reasonably considered authentic perceptual experiences, which 
brings one closer to Alston’s realist position. 

Those who hold a realist view about religious experience argue that reli- 
gious experience can be used to justify religious beliefs in the same way that 
we commonly use our perceptions to justify our beliefs about the world. For 
example, we are justified in believing that there is a robin on the lawn when 
we see a robin on the lawn and have no reason to think that the perceptual 
conditions are unusual or our perceptual apparatus is not working prop- 
erly. The actual existence of the robin provides the best explanation for the 
experience. Similarly, religious persons are justified in believing that God 
exists, loves them, or answers their prayers on the basis of their religious 
experiences. If the hypothesis that what is experienced (in the case of reli- 
gious experience, God) provides the best explanation for the experience, this 
provides some reason to accept that the experienced (in the case of religious 
experience, God) exists. 

But cannot we be mistaken about our religious experiences, and if so, 
how can they provide evidence to justify religious belief? Of course we can 
be mistaken, but this is neither contrary to our normal perceptual experi- 
ence nor sufficient to deny that religious experience justifies religious belief. 
The question is what provides the best explanation of the experience, and 
does the possibility of being mistaken override that best explanation. In the 
vast majority of cases, the explanation that my sensory faculties are working 
properly and that there actually is a robin overrides the explanatory possi- 
bility that I am hallucinating. Similarly, one might hold that the explanation 
that my intellectual faculties (sensory or nonsensory) are working properly 
and that there actually is a God overrides the explanatory possibility that I 
am mistaken. 


THE PRINCIPLE OF CREDULITY 


In discussing the evidential value of religious experience, Swinburne intro- 
duces the Principle of Credulity: When it seems (epistemically) to someone 
that something is the case, it probably is so, unless special considerations 
mitigate the claim.** The way things appear to be provides good grounds for 
believing that this is the way things are. We are justified in holding the be- 
lief until someone introduces contrary considerations that would cast doubt 
either upon this particular perception or experience or upon the accurate 
functioning of our cognitive apparatus. We could be mistaken about the ex- 
perience, but the Principle places the burden of proof on those who would 
claim that the experience was not genuine. 
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Swinburne holds that we can apply the Principle of Credulity to religious 
experience as well. In the absence of special considerations, the religious ex- 
perience should be taken by experiencers as providing good grounds for the 
belief that God exists or has certain experienced properties. Experiencers (in 
any of Swinburne’s five categories noted above) could be mistaken in their 
belief about what they experienced, but persons who experience God are en- 
titled to their belief about God until they are given good reason to think that 
the belief conflicts with other beliefs they take to be justified (for example, 
about God’s nonexistence) or that their perceptual or cognitive apparatus 
is defective. The religious experience provides a prima facie justification for 
beliefs about God; the claim must be judged on its own merits. 

But can we accept the Principle of Credulity? Do not special consider- 
ations cast doubt on the applicability of the Principle to religious experience? 
Michael Martin (b. 1932) objects that many people have tried to have reli- 
gious experiences but have failed. Hence, he posits a negative principle of 
credulity: If it seems to someone that something is absent, then probably it 
is absent. For him, the perceptual experience of God’s absence is as telling as 
the perceptual experience of God's presence is for others.” 

But as Swinburne notes, the Principle of Credulity provides positive but 
not negative evidence for the existence of the experienced unless the nega- 
tive formulation is accompanied by the supposition that we have “looked 
everywhere.” That I don’t see a robin on the lawn is not evidence that no 
robin is there unless I presuppose that I have surveyed the entire lawn. 
Similarly, that someone has not had a religious experience provides no evi- 
dence against God’s existence, unless one can make the (doubtful) assump- 
tion that he or she has “looked everywhere” for God. 

A second criticism, developed by C. B. Martin (1924-2008), is that in 
order to be justified in making knowledge claims based on perceptual expe- 
rience, the experience must be checkable or verifiable. When someone claims 
to see a robin on the lawn, that person is justified in holding the belief that a 
robin actually is on the lawn only if that person or others can check out the 
perception by other perceptions. But the special consideration involved in 
religious experience is that it lacks verifiability. “If the believer says, ‘I had 
a direct experience of God at 6:37 p.m., May 6, 1939; this is not an empirical 
statement in the way other [perceptual experience] statements are.”*” C.B. 
Martin sees this as a product of the religious believer's attributing religious 
experience either to a kind of sixth sense that differs from the other five but 
borrows language from them in a way that can only be metaphorical or to 
a unique way of knowing that only those who have it can understand (just 
as only sighted people can understand what it is for something to be blue). 
In both cases, C.B. Martin claims, the experience cannot be checked, so that 
the believer is not justified in making knowledge claims on the basis of that 
experience. 

C. B. Martin notes that those who have religious experiences often claim 
indubitability for their experience. But claims of perceptual indubitability 
are more like claims about appearances (what appears to the perceiver to be 
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the case) than about something perceived, The report from someone that he 
sees a blue ball in the corner is indubitable. But from the fact that a person 
sees or has an appearance of a blue ball one cannot conclude that there re- 
ally is a blue ball in the corner. Hence, believers are caught in a dilemma: 
either claims based on religious experience are indubitable and hence are 
only about what appears (appearance claims) and not about any object of 
the experience (like God), or they are about God but unverifiable. In neither 
case can knowledge claims about God’s existence and character follow from 
religious experiences. 

Theists may very well reply that this is a false dichotomy. The believer 
need not hold that the experience is indubitable nor that it must be verifiable. 
What the Principle of Credulity holds is that apart from special mitigating 
circumstances, if affirming the existence of the object of the experience pro- 
vides the best explanation for the experience, there is good reason to think 
the experience veridical. 

At the same time, William Wainwright (b. 1935) is not ready to abandon 
verifiability, even for religious experiences. It is true that some disanalogies 
hold between some religious experience and other perceptual experiences. 
For one, religious believers generally. disregard differing claims. If others 
disagree with their claims, then perhaps those critics did not use proper 
meditative techniques. Believers may change their mind about their expe- 
rience when faced with opposing claims, but they need not do so. For an- 
other, the religious experiencer does not make verifiably predictive claims 
(at least verifiable in this life). However, Wainwright argues, these disanalo- 
gies occur because of the nature of the object perceived. Since God differs 
from the sense objects we normally perceive, one cannot require that every- 
one perceive God in the same way or that the experience of God yield ver- 
ifiable predictions. Religious experience is more analogous to perceiving a 
person than to perceiving inanimate sensory objects; one person might per- 
ceive another person as dispassionate and distant, a second might perceive 
that same person as warm and friendly.” 

Beyond this, Wainwright contends that there are tests for checking re- 
ligious experience claims. One kind of test involves evidence to show that 
God exists, such as provided by the arguments for God's existence. Alston 
similarly holds that there may well be independent reasons, supplied by nat- 
ural theology and historical claims within religions, for epistemically prefer- 
ring one form of religious experience to others.” Of course, someone like C. 
B. Martin would not accept this evidence, but the critical rationalist does not 
require that an argument be convincing to everyone to hold that it provides 
justificatory evidence. The point here is that tests will be part of a larger 
framework of beliefs that one takes to be justified. 

Wainwright's other tests relate indirectly to the religious experience: 
whether it produces for the believer a life marked by virtues, the effect the 
believer has on others, the profundity of what the believer says, the coher- 
ence with orthodox religious claims, its coherence with the experiences of 
others, and the pronouncements of an authority. 
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It might be objected that these tests are indirect, whereas we test ordi- 
nary perceptual experience more directly. I check to see if my visual sen- 
sation of a computer in front of me is true by reaching out and touching it. 
But if there is doubt that the first sensory experience puts us in contact with 
the physical object, so that it needs to be supported by a second sensory ex- 
perience, the same can be said about the second sensory experience, and 
we are committed to an infinite regress. Rather, we confirm our experiences 
by “tapping into our general background-belief system that was built up on 
sense perception, precisely the source of the belief under investigation.” We 
may check someone’s report that he saw a fighter plane flying over his house 
by checking air traffic reports at that time and the person’s eyesight. In the 
same way, we confirm someone’s religious experiences by the background 
system that was built up by that person’s and others’ religious experiences. 
To allow this background of related experience in sensory perception but 
not in religious experience constitutes a double standard. 


DIVERSITY OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES 


One of Wainwright’s tests is the coherence of the beliefs that arise from 
believers’ religious experiences. Some would object that the beliefs of those 
who have religious experiences do not cohere with each other. Whereas the 
way we report both ordinary perceptual experiences and the objects of those 
experiences is fundamentally uniform, reports about religious experiences 
themselves and what is allegedly experienced significantly disagree among 
different religious traditions. For example, Christians describe the God they 
encounter as triune, personal, and really distinct from themselves, whereas 
Hindus characterize Brahman as the whole of reality and describe the re- 
lation of the self @tman) to Brahman nondualistically. Can incompatible 
descriptions of what is experienced be reconciled? 

Perhaps these differing descriptions cannot be reconciled. However, this 
is not fatal to the Principle of Credulity. The principle does not require that 
all descriptions of experience be veridical. Where experiences yield conflict- 
ing testimony, we must turn to other experiences and rational arguments 
to determine the truth of the various claims. That is, where incompatible 
accounts are given, additional considerations can be introduced to help de- 
cide which, if any, of the religious experiences are veridical. And although 
the reports provide a prima facie ground for their acceptance, not all beliefs 
based on such experiences are true. Just as we at times doubt perceptual 
claims for good reasons (seeing the mirage of a water puddle in the road on 
a hot day), we might do the same for claims based on religious experience. 
Consonance with other beliefs about God taken to be justified and religious 
practices might be one way to winnow out less reliable claims. 

At the same time, the presence of conflicting claims does raise ques- 
tions regarding whether one can use religious experiences to justify reli- 
gious beliefs.” It suggests that religious experiences lack a general reliability. 


Religious Experience 51 


Indeed, these experiences seem to rely rather heavily upon the personal re- 
ligious backgrounds of the respective reporters of the experiences. In such 
cases naturalistic accounts in terms of culture rather than supernaturalistic 
accounts in terms of some divine being or reality might better explain the 
religious experiences. 

The objection from conflicting claims must be carefully put if it is to be 
telling. It is very important to note that it is not mere diversity of religious 
_ experiences that poses a problem, but the incompatibility of the religious 
claims based on them. For one thing, it is perfectly reasonable that people 
may have differing experiences. Ordinary perceptual experience is very di- 
verse; people experience different things or the same thing from differing 
perspectives. For another, divergent descriptions of what is experienced do 
not of themselves pose a problem for justification. For example, although 
two people will describe a painting in front of which they are standing in 
different ways, the existence of the painting will not be in doubt. Similarly, 
that religious experiencers give different names to what is experienced, or 
that different people experience different beings (Virgin Mary, Krishna, 
angels) or receive different revelations regarding their personal lives does 
not establish that their respective experiences are incompatible or incapable 
of justifying any claim to the existence of what they perceived. All that fol- 
lows is that they are different. Rather, the problem arises only on the incom- 
patibility of claims made about Reality on the basis of religious experience. 
That is, for the objection to hold, it must be shown that the Ultimate Reality 
allegedly experienced by one person is incompatible with that allegedly expe- 
rienced by another, not merely different from it. 

Even here, Alston notes, what is missing is some non—question-beg ging 
criteria that would enable us to discriminate among the religious experi- 
ences. The fact that we cannot specify such criteria, he argues, does not 
imply that persons should believe that their experiences of God are unreli- 
able. What he suggests is that believers can be rational in sitting tight with 
their own beliefs, provided they well guide their life activity. 


IS THERE A COMMON CORE TO RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE? 


The discussion of the objection to religious experience from allegedly conflict- 
ing claims about reality based on religious experience raises a fundamental 
issue: Is there a common core to religious experience? On the one hand, some 
argue that the diversity objection fails because all religious experiences of 
Ultimate Reality have something in common. Differences are to be explained 
by the fact that experiencers proceed to give detailed interpretive accounts 
that, by invoking concepts, models, and metaphors from their respective reli- 
gious traditions, introduce incompatibility into the descriptions of the expe- 
rience. The differences are imported from the religious doctrines they hold 
and are not necessarily to be found in the experiences or stimuli themselves.* 
Once the interpretations are removed, a common core remains. 
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This is particularly evident, according to some thinkers, in mystical 
experiences that involve an immediate and noninferential consciousness of 
some Reality, prior to any subject-object differentiation. The mystic achieves 
union with Reality either epistemologically (there is no experienced subject- 
object distinction) or ontologically (there is no real distinction between expe- 
riencer and object). Although mystics later interpret this experience through 
the use of rational concepts and categories, this already departs from the 
ineffability of the original experience. 

The view that religious experiences have a common core—a core that 
transcends the boundaries of diverse religions, denominations, and cultures— 
is espoused by writers such as William James, Walter T. Stace (1886-1967), and 
more recently Caroline Franks Davis (b. 1957). Stace is concerned particularly 
about mystic experiences. His goal is to give a phenomenologically objective 
description of the mystic experience. He notes that one must be careful to dis- 
tinguish between the experience and the interpretation of the experience. The 
interpretation is introduced to enable the person to understand and commu- 
nicate the experience. Stace wants to ascertain what occurs in the experience 
itself. He lists seven distinctive core features of the mystic experience: 


. The Unitary Consciousness; the One, the Void; pure consciousness 
. Nonspatial, nontemporal 

. Sense of objectivity or reality 

. Blessedness, peace, and so forth 

. Feeling of the holy, sacred, or divine 


a J FP OQ N e 


. Paradoxicality 
7. Alleged by mystics to be ineffable or indescribable.** 


Yet one might ask: Does not this very classification invoke interpretation, es- 
pecially when Stace speaks about the One or the Void (with a capital letter) 
as fundamental to this experience? Stace replies that one must distinguish 
levels of interpretation: 


If a mystic speaks of the experience of “an undifferentiated distinctionless 
unity,” this mere report or description using only classificatory words may 
be regarded as a low-level interpretation. But this is being more fussily pre- 
cise than is usually necessary, since for all intents and purposes it is just 
a description. If a mystic says he experiences a “mystical union with the 
Creator of the universe; this is a high-level interpretation since it includes 
far more intellectual addition than a mere descriptive report.” 


His point is that the above seven characteristics are solely descriptive. 
Interpretation enters later in attempts to identify the One with, for example, 
the God of Christianity or Brahman of Hinduism. 

However, admitting that interpretation occurs in a basic description, 
even if only at a low level, appears to be fatal to the contention that one can 
discern a cross-cultural, universal core. This becomes clear when, in making 
the distinction between extroversive and introversive mystical experiences, 
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Stace suggests that the introversive kind is a more complete version of the 
extroversive, since “consciousness or mind is a higher category than life.” 
To speak of categories and to evaluate them introduces interpretation into 
the most important of the alleged core elements. 

Taking the opposite position, Steven Katz (b. 1944) argues that no ex- 
perience is unmediated by concepts and beliefs. We process all experience 
through our beliefs, learned categories, and conceptual framework. Even 
self-consciousness—the paradigm of intuitive experience—is conceptually 
conditioned. Consequently, religious and cultural beliefs condition religious 
experience, to the extent that persons in different religious traditions actu- 
ally experience differently. There is not one religious experience, but a plu- 
rality of diverse experiences. Katz appeals to his own Jewish tradition to 
support his thesis: 


All these [Jewish] cultural-social beliefs and their attendant practices ... 
clearly affect the way in which the Jewish mystic views the world, the God 
who created it, the way to approach this God, and what to expect when 
one does finally come to approach this God. That is to say, the entire life 
of the Jewish mystic is permeated from childhood up by images, concepts, 
symbols, ideological values, and ritual behavior which there is no reason 
to believe he leaves behind in his experience. Rather, these images, beliefs, 
symbols, and rituals define, in advance, what the experience he wants to have, 
and which he then does have, will be like.” 


That is, our prior beliefs, formed by interaction with our religious tradition, 
shape our religious experience by preforming the schema by which we per- 
ceive and understand. 

As confirmation of this position, note the role of gurus and teachers of 
the mystical tradition. Small groups of devotees, led by a master or teacher 
who instructs them in a specific method for achieving the desired goal, 
closely hold the relevant wisdom. Hence, the methods and beliefs instilled 
by the teacher condition the mystic experience. The master sanctions, if not 
determines, the attainment of genuine mystic insight. For example, it was 
Hungjen, the fifth Zen Buddhist Patriarch, who recognized that the poem of 
Huineng, the uneducated rice-pounder, 


The Bodhi is not like a tree, 

The clear mirror is nowhere standing 
Fundamentally not one thing exists; 
Where, then, is a grain of dust to cling? 


showed superior insight to that of the learned Shenxiu, who wrote, 


The body is the Bodhi-tree 

The mind is like a clear mirror standing. 
Take care to wipe it all the time, 

Allow no grain of dust to cling. 


How, then, does one account for the apparently similar descriptions of 
religious experience presented by Stace? First, Katz holds that the similarity 
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is only apparent. Although the descriptions of the experiences use the same 
terminology, the terms may not have the same meaning in all reports. That 
two persons from different traditions, for example, describe their experience 
as paradoxical does not mean that it is paradoxical in the same way or that 
the same content stands in the relationship of paradox. Indeed, the terms 
“paradox” and “ineffable” serve to “cloak the experience from investigation 
and to hold mysterious whatever ontological commitments one has,” rather 
than to “provide data for comparability.” Second, the terms used to charac- 
terize the experience are too general and vague, so that they fail to carefully 
delineate the mystical experiences. James's suggestion that every mystical 
experience is ineffable (indescribable) and noetic (yields knowledge) leaves 
open whether the ineffability is the same and whether the noetic quality has 
the same content in every case. The truth-claims of Madhyamika Buddhism, 
with its emphasis on the emptiness of reality, differ markedly from the truth- 
claims of Christianity about God and God’s relation to his created world. 
The realities in the two cases cannot be identified. 


EA ass 


Henry Suso’s “intoxication with the immeasurable abundance of the Divine 
House ... entirely lost in God [of Christianity]”, the Upanishads “sat [what is] ... 
is expressed in the word satyam, the Real. It comprises this whole universe: 
Thou art this whole universe”, as well as the Buddhist’s “dimension of noth- 
ingness” all can be included under these broad phenomenological descrip- 
tions of “Reality”, yet ... itis clear that Suso’s Christian God is not equivalent 
to the Buddhist’s “nothingness”, and that the experience of entering into the 
Divine House is not equivalent to losing oneself in Buddhist “nothingness”. It 
becomes apparent on reflection that different metaphysical entities can be “de- 
scribed” by the same phrases if these phrases are indefinite enough.” 


Katz's analysis has been challenged. One criticism is that his view cannot 
account for some fundamental features of mystical experience. Mystics claim 
to be able to achieve a state in which self-awareness and awareness of objects 
cease. Yogis, for example, meditate on various things such as physical objects, 
invisible things, the self, and finally consciousness. Gradually they attain to 
samadhi, a form of inward concentration in which progressively all conscious 
content—consciousness of all distinctions among perceptual objects, of inner 
states such as joy, of oneself as a distinct being, of objects of meditation as dis- 
tinct from oneself, and, ultimately, of consciousness itself—is removed. In the 
final intuitive state, pure consciousness unifies all—past, present, and future. 

The very attaining of pure consciousness defies Katz’s analysis. To 
reach enlightenment, mystics often specify a path or a set of techniques by 
which they intentionally “forget” or bracket their previous experiences and 
categories of understanding. The Hindu school of Yoga, for example, speci- 
fies eight methods or types of practices directed toward the realization of 
pure consciousness. The first five, sometimes referred to as external aids, 
include a lifestyle of self-restraint and abstention (practicing celibacy, never 
stealing, and committing no injury), moral observances (practicing content- 
ment, doing penance, and studying), practice of bodily postures, breath con- 
trol, and disconnecting the senses from the objects of the senses (the eye 
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is stimulated but the sensation does not mentally register). The last three 
involve concentration on objects (dhdrana), meditation (dhyana), and contem- 
plation (samadhi). Adherents claim that following such disciplines ends their 
automatic perceptual and conceptual responses to what they experience. 
Ultimately, the yogi achieves pure consciousness, in which all categories, 
ideas, and external input are forgotten. In the final stages the subject—object, 
knower-known dualism that characterized our treatment of religious expe- 
rience earlier in this chapter is replaced by a more unitary experience, de- 
void of distinctions. 

The methods used, such as concentration for extended periods on a par- 
ticular object—or, in the case of some Zen Buddhists, wall meditation—have 
been duplicated in the laboratory. Experimentees whose eyes were exposed 
only to a patternless field (by taping halves of ping-pong balls over them or 
by mounting a tiny projector on a contact lens so that the same object always 
appears) did not report seeing nothing (which still involves making concep- 
tual distinctions) but described an end of seeing, “a complete disappearance 
of the sense of vision for short periods.”” 

In short, if forgetting and the like are possible, and if the mystic can 
attain a state of pure consciousness with neither object nor content of con- 
sciousness, then Katz’s thesis must be reconsidered. Since all categories and 
experiences are transcended, there is nothing in the higher-stage mystical 
states to be conditioned by prior conceptual categories or experiences. 

In conclusion, the issue of a common core to religious experience is sig- 
nificant for addressing whether religious experience can be used to justify 
religious belief. If Stace is correct, then the differences in religions need not 
affect the more basic contention that religious experience can justify a basic 
core of beliefs. There is no ultimate incompatibility. What it does not do, how- 
ever, is by itself provide grounds for more developed or detailed (ramified) 
religious beliefs. A more comprehensive case would have to be structured to 
move beyond the common core. If Katz is correct that religious experience 
not only exhibits great diversity but is conditioned by the experiencer’s prior 
beliefs, religious experience may be so conditioned by prior concepts that it 
cannot provide a sound basis for religious beliefs. At the same time, however, 
one might note that all our experiences occur in the context of prior beliefs 
about the world, but this does not prevent us from using those experiences 
to justify our beliefs about the nature and existence of what we experience. 
In short, religious experiences, when placed within a larger context of belief 
systems and experiences, might provide a controversial way of providing 
reasons for our beliefs. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. What are the five types of religious experience suggested by Richard Swinburne? 
Find an example of two of them from some religious, philosophical, or devotional 
literature. 
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2. Compare Alston's view of religious experience as perception with Proudfoot’s 
view that religious experience is interpretation based on religious beliefs. In what 
ways would their explanations of a particular account of religious experience be 
similar and different? 


3. Give an argument (either from this chapter or your own) either for or against the 
thesis that religious experience can be used to justify religious beliefs. What view 
of religious experience have you presupposed? What objection might be raised 
against your argument? 


4, Compare and contrast arguments that might be given for and against the thesis 
that there is a common core to religious experience. Which perspective do you 
think is correct, and why? Might there be a common core to higher-state mystical 
experiences but not to other types of religious experience? 


5. In what ways do the religious experiences of Asian religions like Buddhism and 
Hinduism differ from those of Western religions like Christianity, Islam, and 
Judaism? Why are they different (here you might consider the diverse perspec- 
tives on reality these religions hold)? 
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CHAPTER 4 


FAITH AND REASON 
How Are They Related? 





N ovember 18, 1978, marked one of the most horrifying religious trage- 
dies of modern times: virtually the entire population of the community of 
Jonestown, Guyana, perished overnight. These death of these men, women, 
and children was not the result of natural disaster, disease, or violence 
inflicted by enemies. Rather, some 914 human beings died as a result of 
‘drinking Kool-Aid laced with cyanide in a collective religious ritual of “rev- 
olutionary suicide.” 

Reverend Jim Jones, founder of Jonestown, was a Midwestern Protestant 
preacher whose church, the Peoples Temple, had moved to Redwood Valley 
in California. A social activist who pushed hard for racial integration, his 
teachings increasingly deviated from those of mainstream Christianity until 
he claimed to be a living god and to have raised some 43 people from the 
dead. Under increasing pressure and criticism from traditional society and 
mainstream religion, he and many of his congregation migrated to Guyana 
in 1977, carving the Jonestown community out of the jungle. Yet criticism 
and pressure continued, especially from disaffected former members, until 
the Jonestown leadership despaired of any hopeful future, and the mass sui- 
cide was chosen as the way out of a desperate situation as well as the prelude 
to a happy reunion on “the other side.” 

Why did it happen? How could people do such a thing? It is impossible 
not to ask such questions, and yet the answers, at one level, are not hard to 
come by. The people of Jonestown believed in Jim Jones as the living god 
among them, and in his words as a divine message. And that message told 
them the right thing to do, the only act that would maintain integrity in a 
hostile and threatening world, was to take their own lives and those of their 
children. The deed followed logically upon their beliefs and the commands 
of their divine leader. 
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Of course, this pushes the question a step further back: How could 
people believe such insane things? Why didn’t common sense and ordinary 
reasonableness show them that Jones could not possibly be what he said and 
that his message was not credible? But once again, the answer is not difficult 
to grasp. These were people of faith, and for them, as for many believers, 
what faith requires is first of all that faith itself be strengthened and nur- 
tured; doubt and questioning are antithetical to faith and threatening to re- 
ligious life. So, in asking them to use human reason to discern that Jones’s 
message was not to be trusted, we would be asking them to negate the very 
faith by which they lived—and died. 


CAN REASON BE TRUSTED? 


The case of Jonestown is an extreme example, but the relationship between 
faith and reason has seldom been tranquil or peaceful; rather, conflict and 
controversy appear at every turn. In fact, quite a few people, many of them 
serious religious thinkers, have said things that suggest that faith? and 
reason are not compatible at all—that their relationship is, and must be, one 
of mutual rejection and hostility. The apostle Paul wrote, “See that no one 
makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit” (Col. 2:8). The early 
Christian writer Tertullian (160-220) asked, “What has Athens to do with 
Jerusalem?” (By “Athens” he meant Greek philosophy, by “Jerusalem,” the 
Christian church.) The implied answer is, “Nothing—faith and philosophy 
have nothing in common; they are totally opposed.” Pascal (1623-1662) wrote, 
“The heart has its reasons which reason does not know,” and he implied that 
some persons might have to take steps to dull their reasoning faculties in 
order to be able to believe! 

Still, it is much harder to bring about a clear-cut separation of faith 
from reason than these statements might indicate. Those who stress faith 
and attack reason often place a great deal of emphasis on religious experi- 
ence: it is not uncommon to hear a religious believer saying that experience 
of God is more important that rational arguments for God and trumps any 
arguments against God. However, as we will see in Chapter 7, religious ex- 
perience is by no means a purely emotional “happening”, rather, it involves 
concepts and beliefs about the Being that is experienced. If we tried to sep- 
arate religious experiences from such concepts and beliefs—from the reli- 
gious belief system, as we shall call it—then there would be no way of saying 
(or even thinking about) who or what it is that is experienced. There would not 
even be a way of explaining what sort of difference the experience ought 
to make to the person who has it. But such a religious belief system needs 
to be understood, at least to some degree—and it is hard to see how under- 
standing it is not going to involve the use of reason. At this point, we may 
adopt a working definition of reason as an innate power of the human mind 
that involves understanding, evaluating, and constructing concepts and 
arguments. 
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Given this definition, it is obvious that none of the religious thinkers 
mentioned above totally repudiates reason. For example, the apostle Paul's 
warnings are directed at a certain kind of reasoning, namely “worldly wis- 
dom,” which is the product of “human conceit that shuts itself up against 
the truth,” not against the use of the basic human power of reason as such.’ 
Even a cursory reading of his letters will show that he frequently makes use 
of reasoning, analysis, and arguments in the course of his religious teach- 
ing." Furthermore, Tertullian, despite his diatribe against philosophy, was 
himself trained in philosophy and can be shown to have made use of it in his 
explanations of Christian doctrines. And Pascal was, like Paul, severely crit- 
ical of a certain kind of reasoning, but one of the major projects of his life was 
the construction of an “apologetic” (a rational defense) for Christianity. 

The real question, then, is not about whether reason has any place in 
religion—the answer to that question is obviously yes—but about what kind 
of place reason does and should have.® Here again at least part of the answer 
is relatively uncontroversial. All religious communities in fact make use of 
reason, and in effect sanction its use, in the process of teaching the religion’s 
belief system to children and new converts, and in enabling the faithful to 
understand, so far as possible, what their faith is about. Such uses of reason 
really do not need to be debated. The really controversial question is this: 
What role (if any) should reason play in the validation (or invalidation) of re- 
ligious belief systems? Granted that we may have to make use of reason in 
understanding the faith, is it also true, in any sense, that having faith at all 
depends (or should depend) on having good reasons to believe that one’s faith is 
true? That is the real core of the “problem of faith and reason,” and that is the 
question to which the rest of this chapter is devoted. 


STRONG RATIONALISM 


The first answer to our question’ to be considered is that of strong rationalism, 
the position that holds that for a religious belief system to be properly and ration- 
ally accepted, it must be possible to prove that the belief system is true. Rationalism, 
as used here, contrasts with irrationalism or fideism; in general, rationalism 
in this sense implies a reliance on reason, or intelligence, in deciding our 
beliefs and actions.’ The word “prove,” to be sure, is somewhat ambiguous; 
for our present purposes we understand it to mean, show that a belief is true in 
a way that should be convincing to any reasonable person. A proof is actually an 
argument, which is a set of propositions: some propositions are premises that 
are offered to support another proposition as a conclusion. In a proof, the 
premises, or assumed truths, on which it is based must be such that any rea- 
_ sonable person who takes the trouble to investigate them should be able to 
determine that they are true (or at least, that they probably are true). Also the 
methods of reasoning employed in a proof must be such that any reasonable 
person who investigates them should be able to see that they are correct— 
that, assuming the premises are indeed true, the conclusions arrived at by 
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those methods of reasoning are either guaranteed true or at least very likely 
to be true as well. 

The central idea of strong rationalism was stated forcefully by the 
English mathematician W. K. Clifford (1845-1879), as follows: 


It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon 
insufficient evidence. 

If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or per- 
suaded of afterwards, keeps down and pushes away any doubts which 
arise about it in his mind...and regards as impious those questions which 
cannot easily be asked without disturbing it—the life of that man is one 
long sin against mankind.... 

Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is not to be made once for all 
and then taken as finally settled. It is never lawful to stifle a doubt; for ei- 
ther it can be honestly answered by means of the inquiry already made, or 
else it proves that the inquiry was not complete.’ 


Why does Clifford set such high standards for our beliefs? In answering 
this he emphasizes the serious consequences—for oneself and especially for 
others—that may result from accepting a belief without adequate evidence: 


A ship owner was about to send to sea an emigrant ship.... Doubts had 
been suggested to him that possibly she was not seaworthy. These doubts 
preyed upon his mind, and made him unhappy....Before the ship sailed, 
however, he succeeded in overcoming these melancholy reflections....He 
watched her departure with a light heart, and benevolent wishes...and he 
got his insurance money when she went down in mid-ocean and told no 
tales. 

What shall we say of him? Surely this, that he was verily guilty of the 
death of those men. It is admitted that he did sincerely believe in the sound- 
ness of his ship; but the sincerity of his conviction can in no wise help him, 
because he had no right to believe on such evidence as was before him.° 


We will all sympathize with Clifford in his condemnation of the ship owner; 
he goes on to argue, as we have seen, that any belief held upon insufficient 
evidence is reprehensible. 

One objection often raised against Clifford’s kind of view is that there 
are many people, especially those who must work hard for a living and have 
little education, who simply do not have the time or, perhaps, the ability to 
do the kind of serious thinking he requires before one is entitled to have 
faith. Clifford takes note of this objection and rejects it: “ “But, says one, ‘Iam 
a busy man; I have no time for the long course of study which would be nec- 
essary to make me in any degree a competent judge of certain questions, or 
even able to understand the nature of the argumenta; Then he should have 
no time to believe.”™ 

Clifford's opinion, very thinly concealed, is that no religious belief 
system is capable of meeting the high standards of proof that should govern 
all of our believing, and so a reasonable (and moral) person must do without 
religious beliefs. But not all strong rationalists, by any means, have been hos- 
tile to religion. John Locke (1632-1704) was a Christian whose standards for 
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proper belief were essentially the same as those later stated by Clifford; he 
thought that Christianity, when properly understood and defended, could 
meet those standards.” 

Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) differed in some of his views from Locke 
and Clifford, but he agreed with Locke in holding that by careful rational 
investigation it was possible to make a convincing case for the truth of 
Christianity.° A contemporary philosopher of religion whose position is 
very close to strong rationalism as here defined is Richard Swinburne (b. 
1934). 

Now, the appeal of this perspective on faith and reason is undeniable. 
Which of us has not felt frustrated, even angry, at the many things people 
(perhaps especially religious people) claim to “know” but are unable to give 
any good reasons for? In view of this frustration, the desire to have “real 
proof” for the things we believe is very understandable. The strong ration- 
alist doesn’t make any sloppy appeals to “faith”; she offers to prove that her 
view is correct—and challenges you to do the same for your view, if you 
disagree with her. 

All the same, there are reasons to question whether strong rational- 
ism is the right view to take. For one thing, it is not clear that the kind of 
rational guarantee the strong rationalist insists on is even desirable from 
the standpoint of religious faith. There is a very common and widespread 
view among religious people that in faith one “steps out beyond” what can 
be proved or rationally guaranteed, and that this “stepping out,” with its 
attendant risk and uncertainty, is an important, even essential element in 
faith. (Kierkegaard, discussed in the next section of the chapter, expresses 
this very powerfully.) Of course this idea that faith must involve risk and un- 
certainty could be wrong, but it is common enough among religious people 
that it needs to be taken seriously. And if the idea is correct, then strong 
rationalism cannot be the right way to approach religious faith. 

Another question about strong rationalism is this: Can it be made 
to work? That is, is it actually possible to do what the strong rationalist 
demands, and show that a particular religious belief system is true in a way 
that should be convincing to any reasonable person? The strong rationalist 
(if she is religious) thinks that it is, and is prepared to show you how it can 
be done. Against this, though, there is the undeniable fact that, despite cen- 
turies of argument by strong rationalists and others, no one religious belief 
system shows any signs of being proved in a way that “satisfies all reasona- 
ble people.” What is the problem here? 

The mere fact that not everyone is convinced by her arguments is not im- 
mediately devastating to the strong rationalist. What she will say is that her 
arguments are sound and ought to be convincing to anyone, but something 
has gone wrong in this particular case. Perhaps the other person simply has 
not studied the arguments carefully enough, or has not understood them 
correctly. Alternatively, someone may lack the training or even the intellec- 
tual capacity to understand some arguments that in themselves are perfectly 
good. (This would be true of most of us in the case of some of the advanced 
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arguments in mathematics, for instance.) Finally, the other person may be 
“blinded by prejudice,” so that, even if he seems a reasonable person in most 
everyday situations, his prejudices simply do not allow him to see the truth 
in religious matters. 

All the same, the way the discussions of religious arguments have ac- 
tually gone is not very encouraging to the strong rationalist. If her perspec- 
tive is correct, one would expect that in the case of at least some religious 
arguments the misunderstandings and resistances would gradually be over- 
come, and over a period of time more and more thinkers would recognize 
these arguments as sound and rationally compelling. What seems actually 
to happen is almost the reverse: even philosophers who accept a particular 
argument as correct are likely, as they continue to study it, to find that it 
contains loopholes such that an intelligent person could refuse to accept the 
argument without being obviously unreasonable. Rather than a movement 
in the direction of consensus, the trend seems to be toward a recognition 
that no such arguments are convincing for all reasonable persons. It is note- 
worthy that the great diversity of beliefs that is so prominent a feature of 
contemporary society is by no means limited to uninformed or unreflective 
persons. On the contrary, it is found also among thoughtful, sincere, and 
knowledgeable individuals. 

It is important to realize that this lack of universally convincing argu- 
ments applies not only to religious belief systems, but to all arguments sup- 
porting “worldviews’—which are simply very general accounts of what 
reality is like. Sometimes the impression is given that if one wants to be 
religious one has to rely on “pure faith,” but that if one’s worldview is based 
on science one can have solid proof. This is a very serious mistake. It is true 
that many results in various branches of science are so firmly established 
that no reasonable person is likely to dissent from them. (A “flat-earther” 
is, after all, our favorite example of someone who sticks to his views in defi- 
ance of the evidence.) Yet the attempt to employ science as a total worldview 
enjoys no such overwhelming support. Often termed scientific naturalism, this 
worldview, this very general naturalistic account of reality using only the 
resources of science, is still just viewed as one theory among others. It is no 
more capable of being “proved to all reasonable people” than are religious 
belief systems. To claim that the strong support enjoyed by, say, the periodic 
table of the elements transfers over to scientific naturalism as a worldview 
is highly confused if not deliberately misleading. In Chapter 13, we thor- 
oughly discuss the attempt to associate philosophical naturalism—which is 
the affirmation that only physical nature is real and the denial that there is 
a God or supernatural being—with the scientific method and its impressive 
findings. | 

Still another problem with strong rationalism is this: Strong rationalism 
assumes that “reason” exists in humans as a faculty that is “neutral” with 
regard to conflicting worldviews, and thus can be used to prove things to 
everyone (prejudice aside) regardless of what worldviews people are initially 
inclined to accept. But is human reason really neutral in this way? It seems 
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clear in everyday life that people’s belief systems—their worldviews—do 
have a considerable impact on which sorts of arguments they find convincing 
and believable. Quite aware of this fact, philosophers have invested consid- 
erable effort in trying to establish a totally “pure” and “presuppositionless” 
approach to philosophy. The attempt of Descartes (1596-1650) to begin his 
philosophizing from a stance of “universal doubt” is a well-known example.” 
Perhaps not quite all the results are in on this effort, but a preponderance of 
contemporary philosophers seem to be convinced that such a task cannot be 
accomplished because there is no pure, assumption-free standpoint on which 
our knowledge can be based in a way that is independent of “where we are 
coming from.” But if this is correct—if the goal of totally eliminating from 
our belief systems prior convictions and “prejudices” is unattainable—then 
the approach of strong rationalism cannot be made to work. 


FIDEISM 


The second kind of view we are going to examine is commonly called fide- 
ism”—“faith-ism.” Fideism is defined in a number of ways by different writ- 
ers, but for our purposes we will define it as the view that religious belief 
systems are not subject to rational evaluation. To say, for instance, that we have 
faith that God exists and that he loves us, is to say that we accept this in a way 
that does not depend on any evidence or reasoning, and that we refuse to 
have anything to do with trying to prove or disprove God’s love for us. 

Is this just a stubborn rejection of reason on the fideist’s part? Not nec- 
essarily. The fideist reminds us that an argument (any argument) must rest 
on premises or assumptions of some kind. If someone will not grant any 
assumptions to begin with, then it is impossible to argue with such a person. 
(This, in effect, is what the philosophical skeptic does—which is what makes 
it so frustrating to argue with a skeptic!) Now, what is assumed as a premise 
in one argument may be established as a conclusion in another argument, 
but this process cannot go on forever; somewhere along the line we must 
come to our fundamental assumptions, those things we accept without proof 
just because they are so absolutely basic that there is nothing more basic by 
which they could be proved. 

Now the important point that needs to be seen, according to the fideist, 
is this: For a sincere religious believer, the most fundamental assumptions are found 
in the religious belief system itself. Religious faith itself is the foundation of one 8 
life—it is, in the phrase of Paul Tillich (1886-1965), one’s “ultimate concern.” 
But if this is so, then the idea of testing or evaluating one’s faith by some 
external, rational standard is a terrible mistake, which very likely reflects 
a lack of true faith. Thus it is sometimes said that if we test God’s Word by 
logic, or science, we are really worshiping science or logic rather than God! 

Now for some people the idea that religious faith must be accepted 
without any proof or evidence might seem uncomfortable, even frightening. 
But a true fideist sees no problem in lack of proof; rather, he revels in it. Soren 
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Kierkegaard (1813-1855), a Danish thinker, heaps scorn on those who would 
seek the truth of religion in an objective, detached way through evidence 
and argument.® They forget that what is at stake here is their own existence 
as human beings. (It is almost comparable to selecting one’s spouse on the 
basis of points scored in a beauty or body-building contest!) Furthermore, 
he points out, objective, rational inquiry is an “approximation-process” in 
which one comes closer and closer to the ultimate answer, but never quite 
reaches it; there is always one more bit of evidence to consider, one more 
book or article to read and evaluate. And this, of course, means that the deci- 
sion for or against God is put off indefinitely. But the person truly concerned 
about his soul realizes that “every moment is wasted in which he does not 
have God.” In fact, if we could prove God’s existence and his love for us 
it would then be impossible to have faith in God—so even if our inquiry 
were successful, it would frustrate rather than facilitate the goal of coming to 
know God! As Kierkegaard says, 


Without risk there is no faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between 
the infinite passion of the individual's inwardness and the objective uncer- 
tainty. If I am capable of grasping God objectively, I do not believe, but pre- 
cisely because I cannot do this I must believe. If I wish to preserve myself 
in faith I must constantly be intent upon holding fast the objective uncer- 
tainty, so as to remain out upon the deep, over seventy thousand fathoms of 
water, still preserving my faith.” 


But if assembling arguments and evidence in favor of belief in God is 
useless, how does one come to have faith? The answer is simple: You must 
commit yourself, you must take the “leap of faith,” believing without having 
any reasons or evidence to show that your belief is true. The idea of a leap of 
faith can be illustrated by the following story. You are on a winter hike in the 
mountains, and the weather has taken a turn for the worse: the temperature 
is plummeting, and it has begun to snow heavily. But you aren't worried; 
the shelter that is your destination, and that will provide warmth and safety, 
is only a mile down the trail. Then you see that a rockslide has taken out 
part of the trail: there is no way around, so the only way forward is a leap 
across the gap—a leap you aren’t sure you can make, in your already tired 
condition. Furthermore, in the poor light you can’t tell whether the point to 
which you would be leaping is solid, or whether it is crumbling soil that will 
give way and send you tumbling down the slope. You can’t make it back to 
the shelter you started from before nightfall—and a night outside, in this 
weather, would be life-threatening. So you leap... 

When religious people are introduced to Kierkegaard’s idea of faith, 
many of them find it very attractive. It seems to be closer to their own idea, 
and perhaps experience, of faith than the “hard-nosed” logical approach rec- 
ommended by strong rationalism. The idea that faith involves commitment 
and risk-taking seems to make a great deal of sense to many religious people. 
The extent of Kierkegaard’s influence is seen in the fact that he is the primary 
inspiration of the philosophical movement known as existentialism, as well 
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as of the “neo-orthodox” theology of such thinkers as Karl Barth (1886-1968) 
and Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976),”! 

Still, fideism encounters some very serious problems. One problem is 
this: Given that faith is a leap, how does one decide which faith to leap for? 
For a person who already is committed, that may not seem to be a prob- 
lem—but what about the person who is searching for a faith, and sees sev- 
eral alternative possibilities that seem about equally plausible—say, Roman 
Catholicism, charismatic Protestantism, and Bahá'í Faith? It would seem 
that a reasonable approach would be to carefully examine the alternatives 
and see which of them is most likely to be true—but that, of course, is pre- 
cisely what the fideist says cannot be done. But surely it is essential to have 
some reasonable way in which the claims of competing belief systems can 
be assessed. When people “buy into” religious belief systems without giv- 
ing careful consideration to whether the beliefs are reasonable and have a 
chance of being true, they sometimes accept ideas that are bizarre and even 
dangerous. (Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple, mentioned earlier, and the Branch 
Davidians, led by David Koresh, are two example of this.) 

The notion that religious belief systems represent the believer’s “most 
fundamental” assumptions and thus cannot be tested by anything else may 
involve an ambiguity in the word fundamental. For the sincere believer, her 
beliefs are “fundamental” in the sense that they provide the basic, over-arch- 
ing guidance for the way she lives her life; they establish her direction, her 
goals, and her reason for living. But it does not follow from this that these 
beliefs are “fundamental” in the sense of being more evident, and more obvi- 
ously true, than anything else she knows or believes. In fact, we all find that 
there are obvious facts in everyday life—things we perceive through sight 
and touch and hearing—that more or less force themselves upon us in a way 
that has very little to do with what religious belief systems we accept or re- 
ject. Simple truths of arithmetic, too, seem to have a self-evidence about them 
that is apparent to people regardless of the worldviews they embrace. Such 
truths as these are, in a way, “fundamental” in our knowledge (“epistemolog- ` 
ical fundamental,” as philosophers would say), although they by no means 
provide the sort of “fundamental guidance” for our living that is offered by 
religious beliefs. But if so, then it may be feasible to use such epistemological 
fundamental beliefs in order to test religious belief systems. 

Nor does it seem to be true that one can’t test one’s faith by rational stan- 
dards without losing the faith itself. On the contrary, there are many cases 
in which this has actually been done. Martin Luther (1483-1546) thought 
that Copernican astronomy, with its view of the earth as moving through 
the heavens, was incompatible with faith. When the Hebrew leader Joshua 
wanted to prolong the daylight so his troops could complete their victory in 
a battle (Josh. 10:12-14), he commanded the sun, not the earth, to stand still— 
so it must have been the sun, not the earth, that was moving in the first place! 
In more recent centuries, most believing Christians (including Kierkegaard 
and other modern fideists) have found that the damage to one’s faith from 
accepting modern astronomy is entirely negligible. And many believers have 
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had the experience of coming to believe that some of their views concerning 
God involve logical contradictions. (For instance, one might conclude that 
one’s belief in absolute divine control of everything that happens is inconsist- 
ent with one’s belief in human free will.) In consequence of this, these believ- 
ers have sometimes modified and refined their religious understanding of 
things, but few experience this as a “loss of faith.” To the charge that testing 
one’s faith by logic is placing logic above God, the retort might be that a re- 
ally strong and sound faith involves the confidence that one’s beliefs can pass 
any properly conducted test on the basis of logic and evidence. 

Can we not go even further than this and say that in order to be taken 
seriously by a reasonable person a religious belief system must be subjected 
to the tests of logical consistency and factual correctness? What would we 
make of a religious person who, calmly and deliberately, tells us that she 
is well aware that some of her beliefs are logically contradictory or conflict 
with well-known facts, yet this is no obstacle to her holding these beliefs? 
We would no doubt conclude that either (1) she is badly confused and does- 
n't know what she is saying, or (2) she is not seriously interested in the truth 
of her beliefs but is determined to maintain them (perhaps for the comfort 
they give her) whether they are true or not.” In fact, even fideists usually avoid 
admitting, straight out, that their beliefs are logically contradictory or in 
conflict with established facts. Usually they will say that their beliefs con- 
tain apparent contradictions, thus holding out the hope that, from a more 
ultimate perspective, it would be seen that there is not a real contradiction 
after all.” If challenged with conflicting facts, they will question the relia- 
bility of the “secular” sources of the “alleged facts” that conflict with their 
beliefs. Thus, “young-earth creationists” challenge the scientific credentials 
of “mainstream” astronomy and geology, which support the conclusion 
that the universe is many billions of years old. But in refusing to admit real 
conflicts between their own views and logic or well-established facts, aren't 
these believers admitting, in effect, that it is valid to use logic and evidence 
to test the soundness of religious beliefs? 

In fact, it is surprisingly difficult to avoid engaging in the rational eval- 
uation of belief systems. In conversations with religiously oriented persons, 
it often seems they are quite happy to use arguments as long as they think 
they have good arguments available; it is when they are stuck, or when 
the argument seems to be going against them, that appeals to “pure faith” 
begin to surface. But even sophisticated fideists are apt to be inconsistent 
here. They may not make any attempt to “prove” that their own faith is cor- 
rect, but they are quite likely to begin pointing out flaws, inadequacies, and 
inconsistencies in other, competing religious belief systems. In all fairness, 
though, it must be admitted that if such flaws pointed out in another’s belief 
system tend to cast doubt on that system, then similar flaws in one’s own 
belief system, as pointed out by others, must tend to cast doubt on whether 
one’s own beliefs are correct. Simply ignoring such challenges leaves one 
open to the suspicion that one is not really interested in what is true, but 
only in holding on to one’s present beliefs regardless. What seems to be 
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called for, then, is to answer the criticisms of one’s convictions—to show that 
the objections to one’s faith are mistaken or not serious, or can be met by 
a minor reformulation of one’s beliefs that leaves the substance of the faith 
unchanged. But to do this, of course, is precisely to engage in the rational 
evaluation of religious belief systems, which is what the fideist says cannot be 
done! 


CRITICAL RATIONALISM 


Suppose we conclude, then, that both fideism and strong rationalism are 
mistaken. Unlike fideists, we will say that it is possible to rationally criticize 
and evaluate religious belief systems; but in contrast with strong rationalists 
we will say that this evaluation cannot be expected to result in a conclusive, 
universally convincing proof that some particular system is correct. 

If we accept this, then we are in effect affirming critical rationalism, 
here defined as the view that religious belief systems can and must be rationally 
criticized and evaluated, although conclusive proof of such a system is impossible. 
Like strong rationalism, critical rationalism tells us to use our rational ca- 
pabilities to the greatest extent possible when we assess religious beliefs. 
This involves finding or developing the best arguments we can—that is, 
making the best case—for a belief system and then comparing this with 
the case made for alternative systems. (Such a case for theism is developed 
in Chapter 5.) It also involves considering the main objections to the belief 
system in question. (A major objection to theism is discussed in Chapter 9.) 
And it may involve the consideration of rational foundations for belief that 
do not take the form of arguments (for this see Chapter 6). Critical rational- 
ism tells us to do all these things, but it warns us not to be overconfident or 
overoptimistic about the conclusiveness of such an investigation. This view 
is “critical” in two ways. It emphasizes the role of reason in criticizing, or 
critically evaluating, religious beliefs, as opposed to conclusively establish- 
ing such beliefs as true. And the view is also “critical” with regard to the 
view of reason itself; it takes a more modest and limited view of reason’s 
capabilities in contrast with the excessively optimistic estimate of reason 
incorporated in strong rationalism. 

Critical rationalism, as we have seen, emerges almost automatically if 
we reject both strong rationalism and fideism. There is, however, a further 
division that has not yet been considered, between two different varieties 
of critical rationalists. Some critical rationalists consider that, in order to be 
rational in their beliefs, they must be prepared to provide reasons and argu- 
ments in favor of the beliefs they hold. They recognize, to be sure, that these 
reasons and arguments will not convince everyone, not even all “reasonable 
people,” but having such reasons is nevertheless essential to being a reason- 
able religious believer. Those who believe in the theistic God, for example, 
might accept one or more of the arguments provided in Chapter 5. We may 
refer to such persons as critical evidentialists. 
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Others, however, see no need to offer arguments in favor of their re- 
ligious beliefs. They consider that they have adequate basis for the beliefs 
without needing any arguments in their favor. Nevertheless, these individu- 
als are not fideists; they do not consider their faith to be immune to rational 
investigation. They recognize that if reasonable objections are raised against 
their beliefs, they need to answer those objections—but they feel no need 
to give positive reasons in support of their beliefs. We might say that these 
people are willing to engage in negative apologetics (answering objections to 
their beliefs) but see no need for the sort of positive apologetics (attempting to 
establish the credibility of a set of beliefs) engaged in by evidentialists. Call 
this latter group critical anti-evidentialists; we shall hear much more about 
them in Chapter 6, where we discuss evidentialism in detail.* 

As we describe the way in which a critical rationalist proceeds to eval- 
uate her beliefs, we will be thinking primarily of the critical evidentialist. 
However, much of what we say will apply to the critical anti-evidentialist as 
well—as long as we keep in mind that the anti-evidentialist sees no need to 
give positive reasons in favor of her beliefs. 

The evaluation of beliefs will proceed somewhat differently, depending 
on whether we are concerned with some specific, relatively limited item of 
belief (such as the belief in life after death), or with the religious belief system 
or worldview taken as a whole. Suppose, then, that we have selected some 
particular belief for investigation. This belief may be one we are ourselves 
inclined to accept, or one whose truth or falsity seems especially important 
to us—or it could even be determined by a course assignment! 

Having selected a belief for study, the next step is to make sure that 
we understand the belief as accurately as possible. This involves deciding on 
definitions of key terms and exploring the implications of the belief: deter- 
mining what other beliefs are required, if this one is accepted, and what 
other beliefs are excluded by it. If the belief in question is one we are not 
personally inclined to accept, we should pay careful attention to those who 
do accept it, so as to avoid misunderstandings resulting from our own lack of 
familiarity and possible prejudice. If on the contrary the belief is one we do 
accept, then we need to listen to the questions and criticisms of opponents so 
as to become aware of problems and ambiguities in the belief we may have 
overlooked through familiarity. 

Once we are fairly sure we understand the belief to be studied, the next 
step is to look at reasons for and against accepting the belief. At best, such 
reasons will fall short of conclusive, universally convincing proof, but that 
does not mean they have no value at all. George Mavrodes has pointed out 
that in many cases the success of reasons and arguments for a belief is “per- 
son-relative”—that is to say, there are arguments that are convincing for one 
person, and actually enable her to come to know the truth about some sub- 
ject, and yet these same arguments may fail completely for another, equally 
intelligent person.” 

But why should this be so? Sometimes it may be simply that the prem- 
ises of the argument are known to be true by one person but not by another. 
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All of us know some things others are ignorant of, and vice versa, and a 
person can’t be expected to find an argument convincing if she does not 
know that its premises are true. In general, of course, knowledge and 
information can readily be communicated from one person to another—but 
not always. Sometimes the force of an argument can be appreciated only 
by persons having special training that is time-consuming and laborious 
to acquire. At other times one may have knowledge of some occurrence but 
be unable to convince others about this. (You may be very confident of your 
own recollection of a conversation at which you were present, and yet others 
may tell the story differently.) Sometimes the basis for one’s belief may be in 
part a personal experience that cannot be adequately described or commu- 
nicated to someone who has never had a similar experience. And last, but by 
no means least important, we all have preconceptions and prejudices that 
bias us toward seeing things in one way rather than in another. 

None of this means that there is no such thing as the truth or that we 
should despair of ever being able to discover the truth. The way forward 
is based on a healthy confidence that there is a way things are and that we 
can rely on our rational powers to help us search it out. Clearly, we humans 
are not infallible and cannot know everything. Conclusive proof of a reli- 
gious belief is difficult to achieve; but we must recognize that conclusive 
proof of various ethical, political, and other important beliefs is also difficult 
to achieve. Nevertheless, under certain conditions, conclusive disproof may 
sometimes be possible. For example, if a belief can be shown to involve a log- 
ical contradiction, then it absolutely cannot be true. Also, if a belief is found 
to be in conflict with well-established facts, then a rational person will have 
no choice but to modify or abandon that belief. So, if certain views can be 
eliminated because they are in error in these very serious ways, at least we 
have narrowed the range of remaining options. It is conceivable that, given 
unlimited time, patience, and good will, all of us could eventually overcome 
the differences caused by our diverse starting points and arrive at a con- 
sensus about the truth of things. But in practice such a goal is apt to prove 
elusive. And in the absence of universal consensus there is really only one 
way to proceed: Each of us must seek the truth on the basis of the other 
things we know or reasonably believe to be true, using methods of reasoning 
that, upon careful reflection, commend themselves to us as likely to lead to 
the truth. We do not create the truth for ourselves; that way lies madness or 
the quagmire of relativism. But we must each must seek the truth for—and 
that is what philosophy is all about. 

These considerations apply even more strongly when what is in ques- 
tion is not a particular item of belief but rather a religious worldview taken 
as a whole. Such worldviews are typically quite complex, involving claims 
about the nature of reality (metaphysics), the nature of knowledge and the 
methods of attaining it (epistemology), and the nature of goodness and of a 
good life (ethics). The complexity of worldviews means that the task of assess- 
ing them is also complex. We will want to consider whether the worldview 
is logically consistent or whether, on the contrary, contradictions are lurking 
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among its essential beliefs. We will also want to know whether the world- 
view is consistent with known facts—and in assessing this we will, of course, 
be depending on various sources for these “facts” that we have come to re- 
gard as reliable. We need to ask about the explanatory power of the world- 
view: does it fit things into a comprehensive pattern in an illuminating way, 
or does it leave us with a view of things possessing no coherent unity? A 
final question—difficult to formulate precisely, but immensely powerful in 
its influence—is this: To what extent does this worldview enable us to make 
sense of the actual living of our lives? Does it enable us to understand both 
our successes and our failures, and energize us to move in the direction of 
that which, upon reflection, we recognize as best and most worthwhile? Or 
does it fail, in the end, to cast any real light upon our actual living? This was 
the central point of Kierkegaard’s insistence that we must pay attention to 
our own existence. What is the point, he asked, of a worldview that gives us no 
help here, however dazzling it may be in other respects? 

Also, the classic case made by William James is that sometimes our 
rational thought process cannot definitively decide between two options that 
are so important to our lives that even to delay or to be neutral about them 
is actually to make a decision about them. A genuine option for us, as James 
describes it, is one that is living, forced, and momentous. Put briefly, a living 
option has some appeal or interest for a given person; an option is forced 
when it cannot be avoided by selecting a third alternative; and a momentous 
option is one that is critically important to one’s life. In such cases, James 
argues, it is perfectly acceptable and desirable to allow one’s passional na- 
ture to incline us toward the choice we will make. We need to employ our 
intellectual nature to do as much processing as possible; it is not to be disre- 
garded. However, when rational analysis and argumentation cannot decide 
between two genuine options, our passional nature factors in so that we can 
make a personal decision. Interestingly, James crafted his case here to cor- 
rect Clifford’s extremely strong rationalism, which demands that you provide 
airtight proof for a belief before you are entitled to hold it. In effect, James is 
giving a philosophical justification of faith—a faith that involves the use of 
reason but acknowledges that other personal factors may have to enter into 
large life decisions. Clifford’s high value placed on not falling into error must 
be counterbalanced by James’s emphasis on the value of finding truth. 

Reflecting upon the rationality of religious worldviews along the lines 
sketched out is no short or easy task, but we believe it can be a rewarding 
one. Sometimes the process may result in a firmer grasp and a deeper com- 
mitment to the faith perspective one had already accepted. At other times, 
more or less serious modifications may seem to be called for. And it does 
happen that, as a result (at least in part) of such reflection, a person may 
undergo a “conversion” to some entirely different way of seeing the world. 
Whatever the specific result may be, it is to be hoped that the process will 
leave one with a deeper understanding of the religious worldviews that 
are investigated as well as a better appreciation of what is at stake in either 
accepting or rejecting any worldview that is considered.” 
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We believe that critical rationalism, as outlined here, has significant 
merits as an answer to the question of faith and reason. It cannot be de- 
nied, however, that the study of religious beliefs according to the principles 
of critical rationalism sometimes proves to be rather frustrating. In a sense, 
the critical rationalist is in a more exposed, more vulnerable position than 
either the fideist or the strong rationalist. The critical rationalist is commit- 
ted to the task of rational evaluation of religious beliefs, unlike the fideist, 
who makes his “leap of faith” and is then able to ignore issues of rational 
justification. But the critical rationalist, unlike the strong rationalist who is 
a religious believer, has no assurance that by proceeding properly she will 
be able to prove, conclusively, that one particular position is correct and that 
others are mistaken. So unlike the adherents of either of the other two views, 
the critical rationalist is never in the position of being able to decide, finally 
and for good, that the discussion concerning the truth and validity of her re- 
ligious beliefs has reached its ultimate conclusion. 

Broadly speaking, the approach taken throughout this text is that of 
critical rationalism. If we were fideists, then many of the arguments we 
put forward and discuss concerning the truth or falsity of religious beliefs 
would lose their point. If we were strong rationalists, the arguments might 
remain but they would be used in a different way, and we would be mak- 
ing stronger claims for their conclusiveness than we in fact find ourselves 
able to make. Critical rationalism fits together well, furthermore, with the 
emphasis on the consideration of alternative religious views that is pre- 
sent throughout the text. In a sense, the critical rationalist needs alterna- 
tive views, and the proponents of these views, more than either the fideist 
or the strong rationalist. The strong rationalist proves, and knows with cer- 
tainty, that her own view is right, so her concern with other views can be 
limited to studying them to determine their errors, as well as looking for 
the best way by which their proponents can be persuaded to embrace “the 
truth.” And the fideist, once he has performed the “leap of faith,” has very 
little need for alternative views; at most, they may be of use, by way of con- 
trast, in displaying the excellence of the “chosen” view—which, judged by 
its own internal standards, will always emerge as superior in any compar- 
ison. However, the critical rationalist has no absolute rational assurance 
that her own view is correct, so she needs the competing views both to 
assess their merits in comparison with her own and for the sake of the pen- 
etrating criticisms of her own view that aremost likely to come from those 
who do not share it. 

We have emphasized the continuing, open-ended nature of critical re- 
flection as advocated by critical rationalism. So, it may seem that this shows 
that Kierkegaard was right after all in saying that those who try to judge 
faith by objective, critical reflection will go on forever that way and will 
never reach the point of having faith and of being religious. Does not this em- 
phasis on an open-ended, never-final process simply confirm what he said? 

Not necessarily. A person may recognize that she cannot support her 
belief with evidence that will be convincing to all rational persons, and yet 
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she herself may find the evidence for those beliefs rationally conclusive. 
Or, she may recognize that, even from her own point of view, the evidence 
is less than conclusive and yet she may be deeply committed to carrying 
out those beliefs in her life. Kierkegaard, then, was right about at least one 
thing: religious faith often, perhaps always, involves a commitment, a “step- 
ping out” and entrusting ourselves to something that goes beyond what we 
have conclusive proof of. (And on the other hand, those who reject religion 
may have to come to terms with the fact that their own reasons for disbelief 
are less conclusive than they might wish.) Those who live the life of faith 
tell us that their commitment is not a tentative, partial, “fingers-crossed” 
sort of thing, carefully proportioned to the exact degree of rational evidence 
they may have for a particular conclusion. Some of the ancient Israelites 
(early in the monotheistic tradition) were inclined to reason like this: “It 
seems pretty likely that our God, Yahweh, really is the one who is run- 
ning the show, so by all means let’s worship him, ‘pay our dues,’ make the 
appropriate sacrifices, and so on. Still, it is also true that Baal, the God of 
the Canaanites, has some pretty impressive credentials of his own. So, the 
smart thing to do is to hedge our bets a little—we will sacrifice to Yahweh, 
all right, but we will also do what we can to keep on the right side of Baal— 
just in case.” According to the biblical text, Yahweh was not too happy about 
this approach to the matter; in fact, those who proceeded in this way were 
in deep trouble. 

A believer’s commitment to God is supposed to be total commitment, 
even when one does not have total proof that one’s belief in God is correct! 
And critical rationalism in no way speaks against such total commitment. 
Rather, it tells us that we should not pretend to greater rational certainty 
than is in fact available (and what is available typically is less than would 
be needed for absolute rational certainty), but neither should we fail to 
exercise our powers of reflection and rational thought while we are mak- 
ing the most important decision of our lives. Religious faith is not unique 
in this respect. If you have a friend whom you have learned to trust, you 
will not find yourself continually looking for “absolute proof” that your 
friend is trustworthy, nor will you be easily disturbed, and your faith 
in your friend shaken, as soon as someone raises a question about your 
friend’s reliability. Religious faith is, in many respects, more like trusting 
a person than it is like accepting a scientific theory. We revisit this point 
in Chapter 12. 

Admittedly, this combination of full religious commitment or “total 
devotion,” on the one hand, with a rational, reflective, open mental atti- 
tude, on the other hand, can create some inner tension. But this tension is 
not necessarily of the destructive, ultimately harmful kind; rather, it is one 
that is actually lived out in a rewarding and productive way in the lives 
of many reflective religious persons.” They continue to embrace their reli- 
gious beliefs while always looking for deeper understanding of them and 
always being willing to engage in dialogue with alternative views. 
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STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Do you think there is a danger in today’s society of persons acting in irrational 
and harmful ways because of the religious beliefs they hold? If so, give exam- 
ples. What do you think is the best solution for this problem? Then, turn the 
question around and consider whether there is danger because of the antireli- 
gious beliefs some people hold. 


2. Which ofthe viewpoints on faith and reason sketched in this chapter most closely 
matches the approach taken by most religious persons you know? Discuss. 


3. Explain strong rationalism and discuss the reasons that make it plausible as a 
view of faith and reason. 


4. Which of the objections against strong rationalism strikes you as most con- 
vincing? Discuss. 


5. Explain fideism. Then explain the fideist’s reasons for saying that religious 
beliefs cannot be rationally evaluated. 


6. What are some of the factors that make fideism attractive to many religious 
persons? 


7. Have there been situations in which you, personally, have taken something like 
a “leap of faith”? If so, describe one of these situations. 


8. Are the objections to fideism given in the text convincing or not? Discuss. 


9. Is it possible to test religious beliefs by logic and evidence without ceasing to 
have faith in these beliefs? Discuss. 


10. Explain critical rationalism, showing how it differs from strong rationalism and 
from fideism. 


11. What do you see as the strong points of critical rationalism? What are its 
weaknesses? 


12. Is it possible to be a critical rationalist, admitting that one’s beliefs cannot be 
conclusively proved, without becoming “wishy-washy” in one’s faith? 


NOTES 


1. For an account of the episode, with an interpretation of the religious world- 
view that lay behind the tragedy, see David Chidester, Salvation and Suicide: An 
Interpretation of Jim Jones, the Peoples Temple, and Jonestown (Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1988). 

2. The term “faith,” as used in religious contexts, is rather complex in its meaning. 
Faith usually involves a cognitive aspect; it involves believing that the doctrines of the 
religion are true. But it also is often thought of as involving, or implying, a volitional 
aspect, expressed in commitment to the object of faith and obedience to what is com- 
manded; there may also be an affective aspect of trust or love. In this chapter we have 
in mind primarily the “belief” aspect of faith, but we in no way wish to minimize 
the importance of the other aspects. 
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3. See Blaise Pascal, Pensées, tr. W. F. Trotter, and The Provincial Letters, tr. Thomas 
M’Crie (New York: Random House, 1941), 83. [A selection is found in Michael 
Peterson, William Hasker, Bruce Reichenbach, and David Basinger, eds., Philosophy 
of Religion: Selected Readings, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) (here- 
inafter PRSR 4e), , Part 3.] 


4. See Paul W. Gooch, Partial Knowledge: Philosophical Studies in Paul (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), 42. 


5. See, for example, I Corinthians 15. 


6. Note the difference between “does” and “should’—while it is clear that reason 
does in fact have some place in religion, we cannot automatically assume that the 
place it actually has in people's thinking about religion is the place it should have. 


7. The three main positions discussed in this chapter result from a present-day anal- 
ysis of the issues; they were not applied as self-descriptions by the historical phi- 
losophers mentioned. Some thinkers, indeed, may not be too easy to classify: many 
of Pascal’s statements, for example, sound like fideism, yet his position as a whole 
seems rather to be that of “critical rationalism.” Somewhat similar analyses of the 
alternatives on the faith-reason issue have been put forward by William J. Abraham 
in An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1985, Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10) and by C. Stephen Evans in Philosophy of Religion: 
Thinking About Faith (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985, Chapter 1) [see the 
selection in PRSR 4e, Part 3]. 


8. There is another use of “rationalism” in epistemology, in which it contrasts with 
empiricism. Rationalism in this sense is the view that the most important truths are 
known by “pure reason” without reliance on sense perception. That is not the way 
“rationalism” is used in this chapter. 


9. William K. Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief,” in George I. Mavrodes, ed., The 
Rationality of Belief in God (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 159-160. [Also 
in PRSR 4e, Part 3.] 


10. Ibid., 152-153. 
11. Ibid., 160. 


12. For an excellent discussion of Locke’s views, see Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The 
Migration of the Theistic Arguments: From Natural Theology to Evidentialist 
Apologetics,” in Robert Audi and William J. Wainwright, eds. Rationality, Religious 
Belief, and Moral Commitment (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), 38-81. 

13. An important difference is that Thomas, unlike Clifford and Locke, did not 
lay on each individual believer (or even on each adult believer) the responsibility for 
providing rational justification for his or her beliefs. For Thomas’s views, see the 
article by Wolterstorff cited in Note 12, and also Ralph McInerny, “Analogy and 
Foundationalism in Thomas Aquinas,” in Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral 
Commitment, 271-288. 

14. See Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1979) and Faith and Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981). 

15. More recent philosophers who have pursued this ideal include Edmund Husserl 
(1859-1938) and Bertrand Russell (1872-1970). 

16. Among the important philosophers who argue against the ideal of “pure, pre- 
suppositionless reason” are Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and Hans-Georg 
Gadamer (b. 1900). 

17. Pronounced FEE-day-ism; the word is derived from the Latin word fides, mean- 
ing “faith.” 

18. Strictly speaking, these fideistic views are those of “Johannes Climacus,” a pseu- 
donym who is the ostensible author of some of Kierkegaard’s books. Not all the views 
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expressed by Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms are attributable to Kierkegaard himself, so 
the views stated here may not fully represent Kierkegaard’s own position. 


19. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, tr. David F. Swenson and Walter 
Lowrie (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1941), 178-179. [A selection is 
found in 4e, Part 3.] 


20. Ibid., 182. 


21. Several scholars have argued that Kierkegaard’s overall position allows a larger 
place for the rational evaluation of faith perspectives than is suggested by the 
excerpts given above. See Marilyn Gaye Piety, “Kierkegaard on Rationality,” Faith 
and Philosophy 10:3 (July 1993); C. Stephen Evans, “The Epistemological Significance 
of Transformative Religious Experiences: A Kierkegaardian Exploration,” Faith and 
Philosophy 8:2 (April 1991); and Merold Westphal, Kierkegaard’s Critique of Religion and 
Society (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987). To the extent that this is correct, 
Kierkegaard may be less a “pure fideist” than is implied in the text; this would serve 
as a confirmation of the observation that it is difficult for a reflective person to com- 
pletely avoid engaging in the rational evaluation of his beliefs. 


22, Many of us sometimes find ourselves in a position somewhat similar to this. That 
is to say: We may be aware that a set of beliefs contains or implies a contradiction, 
but we may have no idea which of the beliefs needs to be given up or modified—each 
of the beliefs, taken separately, seems to have strong evidence in its favor. In this 
case we may well decide, for the time being, to continue to accept all of the beliefs in 
question, since under the circumstances giving up any one of them might well leave 
us worse off than we were originally. This situation, however, is quite different from 
that of the fideist described in the text. In the situation described, we are well aware 
that there is falsehood somewhere in our beliefs; we just don’t know how to identify 
and correct it. The fideist in the text, on the other hand, is simply unconcerned about 
the presence of contradictions in her belief system. 


23. For an incisive criticism of this strategy, see David Basinger, “Biblical Paradox: 
Does Revelation Challenge Logic?” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 30 
(1987), 205-213. 


24. The term “critical rationalism” is found in the writings of Karl Popper; see The 
Open Society and its Enemies, Volume II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 
231. The meaning given to this term here is broadly consistent with Popper's use 
of it. 


25, For an excellent summary of the different typologies of approaches to the faith- 
reason issue, see Randall Basinger, “Faith/Reason Typologies: A Constructive 
Proposal,” Christian Scholar's Review 27:1 (Fall 1997), 62-73. 


26. See George I. Mavrodes, Belief in God (New York: Random House, 1970), 
17-48. 


27. A good description of the process of worldview evaluation is given in William 
Abraham, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, 104-109. Abraham sketches out 
a scenario in which, as a result of such reflection, a person adopts a particular re- 
ligious perspective. Real-life examples may be found in two books recounting the 
“spiritual autobiographies” of contemporary philosophers: Kelly James Clark, ed. 
Philosophers Who Believe: The Spiritual Journeys of Eleven Leading Thinkers (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), and Thomas V. Morris, ed., God and the Philosophers: The 
Reconciliation of Faith and Reason (New York: Oxford, 1994). 


28. It must be said in fairness that fideists, and strong rationalists, sometimes exhibit 
in practice a more generous appreciation of conflicting views than these descrip- 
tions might suggest. Still, it is probably true in general that fideists and strong ratio- 
nalists have less interest in the consideration of alternative views than do critical 
rationalists. 
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29. For an excellent depiction of this tension from the standpoint of evangeli- 
cal Protestantism, see Daniel Taylor, The Myth of Certainty (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1999). The tension is also discussed and/or illustrated in several 
of the essays in God and the Philosophers. 
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CHAPTER 5 


THEISTIC ARGUMENTS 


Is there Evidence for God’s Existence? 





In 1961 Yuri Gagarin circled the earth in a Soviet spaceship and pronounced 
that God did not exist because he did not see God out his tiny window. 
Although most people would have been surprised had Gagarin glimpsed 
God, many continue to wonder whether any good evidence supports the 
claim that God exists. As Woody Allen quipped, “If only God would give me 
some clear sign! Like making a large deposit in my name at a Swiss bank.” 
Some believe that we have no evidence to believe in God; rather, unjustified 
pain and suffering counts strongly against God’s existence (we address this 
perspective in Chapter 9). Others believe that evidence is not necessary for a 
rational belief in God (we consider this in Chapter 6). Still others believe that 
available evidence for God’s existence can be used to ground belief. 

The arguments produced by the last group are frequently referred to as 
theistic arguments or theistic proofs. Over the centuries theistic philosophers 
have sharpened and refined these arguments, while nontheists have devel- 
oped serious critiques of them. In this chapter we first examine the nature 
and function of proof, then present four different types of theistic arguments 
and their respective critiques, and finally look at the role of cumulative case 
arguments for theism and atheism. 


THEISTIC ARGUMENTS AS PROOFS 


Before we consider particular theistic arguments, something must be said 
about what they purport to show or establish. Traditionally these arguments 
were termed proofs. This language raises three questions: What is a proof? 
Are theists required to produce proofs of God’s existence? Should we adopt 
the terminology of proof in speaking about providing evidence for or against 
God's existence? 
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Proofs are best understood as person-relative. Such a proof possesses 
three characteristics.” First, the argument must be sound; that is, the premises 
must be true and the conclusion must follow validly (without breaking cer- 
tain formal rules of reasoning) from the premises. Second, proofs are events 
having to do with knowledge; to prove something is to know it is true. But 
knowledge is always possessed by someone. Therefore, a proof is a sound ar- 
gument that someone knows to be sound. The person for whom it is a proof 
must know that the premises are true and that the conclusion follows validly. 
Since, on this view, for an argument to be a proof it is not the case that every 
rational person must admit that the argument is sound, an argument will 
function as a proof only to those persons who know the argument to be sound. ` 
What might be a proof to one person might not be a proof to another. Third, 
the function of proofs is to extend our knowledge. This suggests two things: 
(1) The premises must be more readily knowable than the conclusion. This 
is important because in a proof one wants to move from the more known to 
the less known. (2) The persons for whom it is a proof must know the truth of 
the premises without inferring them from the conclusion. This is important 
to avoid begging the question. In short, a proof is a sound argument that the 
persons for whom it is a proof know to be sound and whose premises those 
persons know as true without inferring them from the conclusion. 

But if proofs are person-relative, why all the fuss over theistic proofs? 
In particular, is it necessary that theists have proofs of God’s existence? 
First, we cannot require proofs for everything we know; otherwise either 
the conclusion we are supporting is a reason for one of the premises for that 
conclusion, or we have an infinite series of arguments, each supporting the 
premises in the logically subsequent argument. The former is unaccepta- 
ble, for by inferring the premise that supports the conclusion from the con- 
clusion we argue in a circle. The latter is unacceptable because the infinite 
series of arguments where the respective premises follow from other argu- 
ments would not be a proof. 

Second, although we frequently use the term “proof” (note the collo- 
quial response, “Prove it!”), proofs play a minor role in our intellectual life. 
We can prove very little, and what we can prove is generally uninteresting. 
Hence, although theists are within proper bounds when they put forth and 
evaluate arguments that purport to prove God’s existence, theists cannot be 
required to prove that God exists, and correlatively, nontheists cannot be re- 
quired to prove that God does not exist. 

Some might reply that, at the very least, persons should have proofs for 
those claims that are both not obviously true and really important or signif- 
icant. But what is really important or significant often is contextually rela- 
tive. Moreover, we have no reason to think that the class of really important 
things belongs to the class of provable rather than nonprovable things. The 
fact that something is important (to us or to anyone else) fails to inform us 
whether it can be derived from premises less controversial than it. This im- 
portant claim might at best be inductively defensible or belong to a class of 
basic truths for which there is no proof. 
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So it seems that theists do not need to prove God’s existence (nor non- 
theists God’s nonexistence). At the same time, however, it seems proper to 
ask theists to present grounds or evidence of some sort for their contention 
that God exists, since for many people such a claim is not obviously true. 
Although that evidence might consist of proofs, it need not. Inductive rea- 
soning or some experience, on which we most frequently rely, might provide 
a basis for rational belief (see our discussion in Chapter 3). 

This leads to our third question: Should we speak of “arguments” 
rather than “proofs”? Many contemporary theists, following the example 
set by Richard Swinburne (b. 1934), have abandoned the deductive model 
of arguing for God's existence, where proofs must be formally valid, for the 
inductive model. Whereas Swinburne doubts that deductive forms of the 
theistic arguments are successful, he has confidence that inductive forms es- 
tablish the probability that God exists. 

Whether one can stretch the notion of “proof” to include evidence 
that serves to establish the truth of a position gets us into a debate that we 
will not pursue, although some definitions allow this extension.’ Clearly, 
if we are to do justice to the classical arguments as well as to contempo- 
rary developments, both deductive and inductive arguments must be con- 
sidered, Consequently, in what follows we shall adopt “argument” in place 
of “proof;” this accommodates theists who offer deductive or inductive ev- 
idence for God's existence, while maintaining our emphasis on the person- 
relative nature of the argument. 


THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


Without doubt the most intriguing and puzzling of the theistic arguments is 
the ontological argument. Anselm (1033-1109) did not originally formulate 
the argument to prove God’s existence; rather, he developed it in the con- 
text of understanding the God in whom he already believed. In particular, 
he discusses the argument in the context of a prayer. However, since subse- 
quent thinkers have treated it as an independent argument for God's exist- 
ence, we shall consider it in that vein. 

Anselm held that we can form the concept or idea of a being than which 
none greater can be thought. We might not know whether such a being really 
exists, but we know that as an idea it exists in some mind. But that than which 
none greater can be thought cannot exist only as an idea in the mind or un- 
derstanding. Suppose it were to exist only in the mind. Then it would not be 
the being than which none greater can be thought, for existence in reality is 
greater for something than existence only in the mind. But we assumed at the 
outset the concept of a being than which none greater can be thought. Hence 
this being, which we name God, must exist in reality as well as in the mind.’ 

Anselm constructed a reductio ad absurdum argument, in which the 
opponent’s view is accepted and then shown to be absurd. We might for- 
malize the argument as follows: 
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1. Persons have the idea of a greatest possible being. 


2. Suppose the greatest possible being exists only as an idea in the 
mind. 


3. Existence in reality is greater for something than existence only in 
the mind. 


4, Therefore, we can conceive of a being greater than the greatest pos- 
sible being—that is, a being that also exists in reality. 


5. But there can be no being greater than the greatest possible being. 
6. Therefore, the greatest possible being exists in reality. 


Anselm does not deny that some persons can fail to see that God (the 
greatest possible being) exists. However, for him this is because they have 
not properly understood the concept of God. Once one sees that God really 
is the greatest possible being, God’s existence is undeniable. 

Something seems to be seriously wrong with an argument that, like 
Anselm’s, moves from a premise about ideas in our minds to establishing 
that something exists in reality. Yet, despite these suspicions, philosophers 
have found it difficult to discern precisely where the argument is vulnerable 
and to make a strong case that this point of suspicion is a vice rather than a 
virtue. 

One who tried to expose the vulnerability of the argument was the 
monk Gaunilo, a contemporary of Anselm. Gaunilo suggested that the first 
premise of Anselm’s argument is false; one cannot conceive of or really un- 
derstand a greatest possible being. When I think about “humans,” I under- 
stand what the term means because I have had experience with humans. But 
when I hear the words, “being than which none greater can be thought,” I 
can understand the meaning of the individual words, but I cannot under- 
stand the being they signify, for this being is unlike any other reality. 

But Anselm’s point is not that we can completely comprehend God’s na- 
ture, that we can know God as God knows himself. Rather, he holds that we 
can understand enough about God to know that, at the very least, God must 
be the greatest possible being. And should anyone who denies God’s exist- 
ence reflect on what it is to be God, that person must understand that God 
exists. 

Gaunilo also wondered whether one could use Anselm’s argument 
structure to prove the existence of all sorts of unreal things. Suppose, he 
argued, I conceive of an island more excellent than any other, an island that 
has inestimable wealth and delights. Since what exists in reality is more 
excellent than what exists solely in the mind, this island cannot exist only 
in the mind but really exists. By this argument we could (absurdly) prove 
the existence of all manner of imaginary and nonexistent things. Gaunilo 
employs against Anselm the reductio ad absurdum argument form Anselm 
used on the fool. 

Anselm never fully and adequately replied to this argument,’ but oth- 
ers have. One reply is that Anselm’s ontological argument applies only to 
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things capable of being the greatest possible. It does not apply to things like 
islands because, as finite, no single island is capable of being the greatest 
possible. The properties that would make an island the greatest possible 
might include mineral wealth, smoothness of sand, number of palm trees, 
and abundance of fruits. But for any island one conceives of as possessing 
these properties, one can think of an island with more of them. These prop- 
erties have no intrinsic maximum. But without characteristics that have a 
maximal limit, a greatest possible island cannot be conceived, let alone exist. 
This does not apply to Anselm's argument, however, since some of the prop- 
erties that apply to the greatest possible being include properties for which 
there are maximums: knowledge, power, and moral perfection. God can be 
omniscient, omnipotent, and morally perfect. Hence, the form of Anselm's 
argument cannot be used, as Gaunilo suggested, to establish the existence of 
all sorts of nonexistent, finite things.® 

Yet some nonexistent things possessing properties with maximums 
might be plugged into Anselm’s argument form. Consider the idea of the 
greatest possible hundred-dollar bill. Would an argument similar to Anselm’s 
show that this bill necessarily exists? Of course, there could be a bill greater 
in value—say, a one-thousand-dollar bill—but that is not the point: the point 
is that there could not be a greater hundred-dollar bill, for any bill with this 
property is worth its maximum. One might question whether its other prop- 
erties have intrinsic maximums (for example, being unwrinkled or of uni- 
form color), but these are irrelevant to its being a bill worth one hundred 
dollars—that is, a bill of a certain denomination. In this essential aspect the 
bill has a maximum, and hence, using Anselm’s argument form, such a bill 
would have to exist? Perhaps Gaunilo was correct in his thesis but chose the 
wrong example in the island. 

A different criticism of Anselm’s argument focuses on premise 3. For 
Anselm existence is a perfection. A perfection is something that makes what- 
ever has it better or greater. For example, to say that health is a perfection is 
to say that being healthy is better, all else being equal, than being unhealthy. 
Similarly, to say that existence is a perfection is to say that something is bet- 
ter or greater because it exists, all else being equal. Or, put another way, it is 
better for a thing that it exist rather than not to exist. One has to be careful 
here: Anselm is not saying that it is better for us that things exist rather than 
not exist. This is obviously false, since we would be better off without many 
things—typing errors, mosquitoes, cancer, floods. Rather, Anselm’s point is 
that it is better for the thing itself to really have that property. 

But is existence really a perfection? Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) argued 
that “’Being’ is obviously not a real predicate; that is, it is not a concept of 
something that could be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the pos- 
iting of a thing” Unfortunately, Kant’s understanding of a real predicate 
actually undercuts his own argument that existence is not a real predicate. 
For Kant synthetic propositions contain real predicates. Since “A greatest 
possible being exists” is a synthetic proposition, “exist” would be a real 
predicate. 
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More recently, Norman Malcolm (1911-1990) put the argument this 
way: 


The doctrine that existence is a perfection is remarkably queer. ... A king 
might desire that his next chancellor should have knowledge, wit, and reso- 
lution; but it is ludicrous to add that the king’s desire is to have a chancellor 
who exists. Suppose that two royal counselors, A and B, were asked to draw 
up separately descriptions of the most perfect chancellor they could con- 
ceive, and that the descriptions they produced were identical except that A 
included existence in his list of attributes of a perfect chancellor and B did 
not. One and the same person could satisfy both descriptions. More to the 
point, any person who satisfied A’s description would necessarily satisfy B's 
description and vice versa!” 


But contrary to Malcolm, one could argue that A and B do not produce the 
same description of the perfect chancellor, for a nonexistent chancellor 
could satisfy description B but not description A.“ We could assume that 
all descriptions presuppose the existence of what is being described, but 
that begs the issue in question and is precisely what Anselm does not 
assume. 

To inquire whether existence is a perfection is to ask whether exist- 
ence is a property, for every perfection is a property. When we say, “God 
is good,” good is a perfection and property of God. The problem is that the 
word “exist” functions differently from other property words. For example, 
it makes sense to say “Some libraries do not have good organization” but 
not to say “Some libraries do not exist.” From an example like this it does 
not follow that existence is not a property, only that if it is a property, it is 
an unusual one. But whether this unusualness is enough to vitiate Anselm's 
argument is unclear. Perhaps the problem has less to do with whether exist- 
ence is a property than with the fact that there are different kinds of exis- 
tences—in the understanding, in reality, in mythology—and that it is not 
clear how or on what grounds these are comparable. 


CONTEMPORARY VERSIONS OF THE ONTOLOGICAL 
ARGUMENT 


Recently, some philosophers claim to have found a second, more persuasive 
argument in Anselm.” For example, Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000) notes 
that while great attention has been paid to the Anselmian argument pre- 
sented here, a second, more persuasive argument in Anselm’s Proslogium has 
been largely ignored. A major difference between the two arguments is how 
existence is to be treated. Hartshorne agrees with Anselm’s critics that one 
cannot always treat existence as a property. However, it does not follow that 
existence is never a property. Although existence per se is not a property, nec- 
essary existence is. Consequently, for any two objects, if one exists necessarily 
and the other not (that is, exists contingently, such that it could either exist or 
not exist), the first is greater than the second. 
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It follows, then, that if God’s existence were contingent, God would exist 
by chance or some cause. Hence, God would not be the greatest possible 
being. But God, as the greatest possible being, possesses necessary existence. 
Therefore, God’s existence is either logically necessary or logically impossible. 
Since God’s existence is not logically impossible, it is logically necessary.“ 

To make their argument succeed, Hartshorne and others interpret the 
necessity of God’s existence as logically necessary existence (existence the de- 
nial of which is or entails a self-contradiction). But why should one think that 
God (or anything, for that matter) possesses logically necessary existence? 
Some have thought that Anselm, in his alleged second argument, held this 
view of God. John Hick (1922-2012), however, argues that Anselm meant not 
the modern notion of logical necessity, but ontological or factual necessity. Such a 
necessary being is not dependent on any other being for its existence; having 
its existence from itself, it can neither come into nor pass out of existence.” 

Modern Anselmians reply that an adequate conception of God requires 
logical necessity. God must be conceived as maximally perfect, exemplifying 
“necessarily a maximally perfect set of compossible [mutually compatible] 
great-making properties.” And since necessary existence is a great-making 
property, God cannot not exist. If a maximally perfect being (God) is impos- 
sible, then such a being cannot exist. But if a maximally perfect being is pos- 
sible, then by virtue of possessing the great-making property of necessary 
existence, a maximally perfect being (God) exists. The debated issue con- 
cerns not only the status of necessary existence as an alleged great-making 
property, but the very concept of God. 

Michael Tooley (b. 1941) has questioned the coherence of the concept 
of maximal greatness that lies behind this revised ontological argument.” 
After the fashion of Gaunilo, he contends that we can construct arguments 
that parallel those used in the modern ontological argument for other max- 
imal properties but that turn out to yield a contradiction. For example, one 
can construct an argument to show that the maximal properties of being 
able to dissolve anything and being insoluble exist in every possible world. 
But since these are contradictory properties, the argument form used to es- 
tablish these maximal properties must be suspect. Since the same argument 
form is used by the ontological argument to establish maximal greatness, 
there must be something wrong with that version of the argument. 

It is easy to see that for many the jury is still out on the ontological argu- 
ment. Some believe that the argument is obviously fallacious, for one cannot 
argue from concepts to reality. Others believe it is sound but not necessarily 
convincing, because it requires, among other things, belief that God’s exist- 
ence is possible, and this belief has not been established.” 


THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


A second argument proposed by some theists is the cosmological argument. 
The cosmological argument is less a specific argument than an argument 
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form. It begins by invoking an empirical fact about the world (e.g. contin- 
gent beings exist; there is something in motion; the universe began to exist). 
Then it seeks for the cause or explanation of this fact. It argues that an infi- 
nite series of causal conditions cannot provide an adequate explanation. It 
concludes that the existence of some necessary being, first cause, or personal 
agent provides the explanation. Two importantly different versions of this 
argument can be discerned. One, advanced by Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274), 
Samuel Clarke (1675-1729), and Frederick Copleston (1907-1994) and sketched 
by Richard Taylor (1919-2003),” considers the explanatory causal conditions 
in terms of their logical rather than their temporal relation to the effect, so 
that the first cause to which the argument concludes is not necessarily a first 
cause in time but a cause on which all else depends for its continued exist- 
ence. The other, advanced by Arabic philosophers such as al-Kindi (c. 870) 
and al-Ghazali (1058-1111) and more recently defended by William Craig (b. 
1945), argues for a first cause in time. Let us begin with the second version 
of the argument, referred to as the kalam argument. (The term “kalam” was 
applied to the argumentative theism employed in defense of Islamic ortho- 
doxy beginning in the ninth century.) 


THE KALAM COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
We can formulate the kalam argument as follows: 


1. Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence. 
2. The universe began to exist. 
3. Therefore, the universe has a cause of its existence.” 


It should be noted that the kalam argument often presented by Craig ac- 
tually says nothing identifying the cause of the universe. We might extrapo- 
late from Craig’s statements elsewhere to complete the argument. 


4. This cause is either impersonal nature or a personal, non-temporal, 
supernatural being. 


5. The cause cannot be impersonal nature, since it is included in 1. 
6. Therefore, a personal, non-temporal, supernatural being exists. 


Premise 1 states a version of the causal principle that lies at the root of cos- 
mological arguments. Craig holds that this premise is intuitively obvious; no 
one, he claims, seriously denies it. 

However, some do deny it, arguing that recent work in quantum physics 
establishes randomness at the heart of the microscopic world. Quantum 
physics has revolutionized our view of the world. In place of the ordered, 
mechanical Newtonian view, quantum physics holds that events at the mi- 
croscopic level are random. In place of certainties, the information we get 
from interpreting wave functions concerns probabilities connected with 
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this randomness. For example, we can never determine simultaneously both 
the location and velocity of an electron. We can use the square of the wave 
function of an electron to calculate the probability of its location in a par- 
ticular place, but even any intermediate locations are indeterminable. The 
very measurements we take affect, if not create, the properties they measure, 
so that they describe how we order the events rather than the way they are 
ordered.” 

Yet unpredictability and indeterminability are not equivalent to being 
uncaused.” To what degree the indeterminacy phenomena of quantum 
physics result from the limits of our investigative equipment and reflect the 
introduction of the observer that so affects what is observed that it gives 
the appearance that effects occur without causes, or whether the principle 
of causation is inapplicable at the subatomic level and hence is not univer- 
sally true because the observer creates the properties observed, are matters 
of dispute. What can be said is that any defense of the principle of causation 
would have to broaden its understanding of causation to allow for some sort 
of indeterminacy.” 

Returning to the original kalam argument, what can be said about prem- 
ise 2? Why should we think that the universe had a beginning in time? Craig 
provides four arguments, two a priori and two a posteriori, to support this 
premise. We have space only to look briefly at one of each. One a priori argu- 
ment proceeds as follows: 


7. An actual infinite cannot exist. 
8. A beginningless temporal series of events is an actual infinite. 
9. Therefore, a beginningless temporal series of events cannot exist. 


In defense of premise 7, Craig notes that an actual infinite, which is a 
timeless totality that neither increases nor decreases in the number of mem- 
bers it contains, cannot exist, for it leads to absurd consequences. For ex- 
ample, imagine a library filled with an actually infinite number of books. 
Suppose also that the library contains an infinite number of red books and 
an infinite number of black books. It follows that, since no infinite has more 
members than another, the library contains as many red books as its total 
books, as many red books as red and black books combined, and as many 
books as black books minus red books. But this is absurd. Hence, though 
an actual infinite exists in the ideal world of mathematics, it cannot exist in 
reality. 

Craig’s point is that, with respect to actual infinites, either the mem- 
bers of sets correspond, so that where they correspond one to one they are 
equivalent, or else they do not correspond and the whole is greater than 
the sum of its parts. The former leads to the absurdity that subsets are 
equivalent to the whole set. The latter leads to the absurdity that two sets, 
one a subset of the other, although both infinite, have different numbers of 
members.” Since both options lead to absurdity, there cannot be an actual 
infinite.” 
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But why should one think that a beginningless series is an actual rather 
than a potential infinite (premise 8)? Craig contends that since the past 
events of a beginningless series can be numbered and conceptually collected 
together, the series is an actual infinite. The fact that the events do not occur 
at the same time is irrelevant. If the series had a starting point so that events 
were added to or subtracted from this point, we would have a finite series 
that was potentially infinite in that it increased through time by adding new 
members. But since the beginningless past has no such starting point, the 
infinite is actual, not potential. 

The argument in part hinges on Craig’s definition of actual and poten- 
tial infinite. For Aristotle the actual finite was an infinite that existed at a 
particular time, whereas a potential infinite was realized over time by addi- 
tion or division. Hence, the temporal series of events, as formed by succes- 
sively adding new events, was a potential, not an actual, infinite.” For Craig, 
however, an actual infinite is a timeless totality that cannot be added to or 
reduced. Hence, they disagree over whether a time factor is involved in de- 
termining whether something is an actual infinite and, hence, whether the 
beginningless series of events is an actual or a potential infinite. If it is an 
actual infinite, Craig’s argument has import. 

The a posteriori argument in defense of premise 2 relies upon recent 
developments in astrophysics. In 1965 two scientists at Bell Laboratories 
discovered background radiation in the universe. This radiation appears to 
be the remnant of some gigantic, early explosion, called the Big Bang. Two 
widely held but competing models of the origin of the universe are compat- 
ible with this datum. 

According to the Oscillating Universe model, the universe goes through 
repetitive cycles of expansion and contraction. Following the big explosion, 
it expands to a certain point, where the gravitational force of matter takes 
over to slow and eventually end its expansion. This force pulls the universe 
back together, until it reaches a point of compact density (the Big Crunch), 
explodes, and begins to expand outward again. This process repeats indefi- 
nitely, although not necessarily in the same way. For this still to be possible, 
our universe must not have passed the critical threshold beyond which the 
gravitational force can no longer reverse its expansion. 

The other model is the Infinitely Expanding Universe model. According to 
it, the Big Bang occurred only once. Since then the universe expanded out- 
ward, until sometime in the future it will die a cold death (the Big Freeze). 

Determining which model is correct depends, in part, upon calculations 
of the total amount of matter in the universe. Since not enough visible mat- 
ter exists to cause the universe to contract, some suggest that this might be 
the role of invisible or dark matter. How much, if any, dark matter exists is 
debated, but most cosmologists hold that the amount of matter in the uni- 
verse is insufficient to halt the expansion of the universe. Having passed the 
critical gravitational threshold, the universe will continue to expand forever. 
Indeed, very recent discoveries suggest that the dominant force is dark en- 
ergy. Focusing on supernovas, astronomers discovered that the universe is 
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expanding not at a constant but at an accelerating rate. Some force in the 
universe not only counteracts gravity but pushes the universe apart ever 
faster. This discovery, confirming the infinite expansion hypothesis, makes 
collapse most unlikely.” 

Although in an argument it is generally inappropriate to attack the con- 
clusion, if there is reason to think that the conclusion is false and the argument 
valid, one of the premises is false. Such a criticism has been raised recently 
against a Big Bang theistic argument. Adopting an “inflationary” theory of 
the origin of the universe, some argue that, contrary to the conclusion of the 
kalam argument, the universe came into existence without a cause. Originally 
a vacuum with no space-time dimensions, the universe “found itself in an 
excited vacuum state,” a “ferment of quantum activity, teeming with virtual 
particles and full of complex interactions,” which, subject to a cosmic repul- 
sive force, resulted in an immense increase in energy. Due to this repulsive 
force, the universe rapidly expanded in size. But what is the origin of this 
increase in energy, which eventually made possible the Big Bang? The re- 
sponse is that the law of conservation of energy (that the total quantity of en- 
ergy in the universe remains fixed despite transfer from one form to another), 
which now applies to our universe, did not apply to the initial expansion. 
Cosmic repulsion in the vacuum caused the energy to increase from zero to 
a huge amount. This great explosion released energy, from which all matter 
emerged. In effect, contrary to the ancient Parmenidean principle, out of noth- 
ing—a primeval vacuum—everything came. Consequently, since the conclu- 
sion of the kalam argument is false, one of the premises of the argument—in 
all likelihood the first—is false. Craig responds that since in modern physics 
a vacuum is not nothing but rather a state of minimal energy, even arising in 
a vacuum does not establish that the universe came out of nothing. 

The issues in the kalam argument are technical and complicated, in- 
volving mathematics and various branches of physics. This is not a mark 
against the argument, but it does suggest that what initially appears to be a 
simple argument is exceedingly complex and merits further analysis. 


THE ATEMPORAL COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


The atemporal version of the cosmological argument does not attempt to 
prove the existence of a first cause in time. Thomas Aquinas, a staunch de- 
fender of the cosmological argument, argued it is possible that the universe 
is eternal.” Yet the universe is contingent and hence whether eternal or not 
depends on something else for its continued existence. Thus, the cause to 
which the argument concludes might best be termed a sustaining cause 
rather than a first creative cause. A sustaining cause is required for any con- 
tingent thing to exist at any time. 

Although the argument appears with different first premises in var- 
ious writers, the fundamental structure and resulting issues are basically 
the same: 
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1. A contingent being exists. 
2. This contingent being has a cause of or explanation for its existence. 


3. The cause or explanation of its existence is something other than the 
contingent being itself. 


4. What causes or explains the existence of this contingent being must 
be either other contingent beings or include a noncontingent (neces- 
sary) being. l 

5. Contingent beings alone cannot cause or explain the existence of a 
contingent being. 


6. Therefore, what causes or explains the existence of this contingent 
being must include a noncontingent (necessary) being. 


7. Therefore, a necessary being exists. 


A contingent being is one that, although it exists, might not have existed. 
Not being self-sufficient, it depends on something else for its existence. For 
example, you are a contingent being. Although you exist now, your nonex- 
istence at this moment was possible (for example, you could have died last 
night). So understood, premise 1 is true. 

Premise 2 invokes a version of the principle of causation or sufficient reason. 
According to this version, every contingent being or event has a reason or 
explanation for why it exists rather than not exists or happens rather than 
not.” Presentations of the cosmological argument invoke one or both of these 
terms (cause and reason), but the respective principles are not equivalent: al- 
though all causes provide reasons for why something is or has happened, 
not all reasons are causes. We will frame the argument here in terms of the 
principle of sufficient reason. 

Perhaps the most common defense of the principle of sufficient reason 
is that we must assume reality requires such a principle to make reality in- 
telligible.” We assume this in our everyday affairs; when your tire goes flat 
you look for a cause or explanation. Indeed, it is a fundamental principle 
underlying all scientific practices. The main function of science is to provide 
explanation for things or events, and to discover this explanation or cause 
scientists engage in their research. 

Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) objects that although the principle of suffi- 
cient reason applies to descriptions of how we know the world, this does not 
mean that it describes what actually goes on in the real world. Principles of 
thought need not mirror the principles of reality. Defenders of the principle of 
sufficient reason argue that the success with which we have applied this prin- 
ciple refutes the thesis that reality does not operate according to the principle. 
If we consistently used this principle but it did not apply to reality, we should 
have bumped up against numerous contradictions of the principle by now.** 

Premise 3 makes the obvious claim that something cannot be a suffi- 
cient reason for its own existence; to do so it would have to exist already. The 
point here is not primarily about time, but rather a logical point: something 
contingent cannot account for its own existence. 
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Immanuel Kant objected to the conclusion (7) that a necessary being 
exists. When the cosmological argument concludes to the existence of a nec- 
essary being, Kant contends, it argues for the existence of a being whose 
existence is absolutely necessary, whose nonexistence is absolutely inconceiv- 
able. But the only being that meets this condition is the most real being, the 
concept of which lies at the heart of the ontological argument. Accordingly, 
he claims, the cosmological argument presupposes the cogency of the onto- 
logical argument. But since the ontological argument is suspect, the cosmo- 
logical argument that depends on it likewise must be suspect.*® 

However, the contention that the cosmological argument depends on 
the ontological argument rests on a confusion. When we discussed the onto- 
logical argument, we noted that the term necessary being can be understood 
in different ways. Like some modern defenders of the ontological argument, 
Kant understands necessary being in terms of logically necessary existence— 
that is, a being whose existence is logically undeniable. But this is not the 
sense in which necessary being is understood in the cosmological argument. 
Necessity is understood in the sense of ontological or factual necessity. A 
necessary being is such that if it exists, it cannot not exist. That something is 
a necessary being leaves open the question whether it actually exists. 

The critical premise of this version of the cosmological argument is 5. Its 
traditional defense is that if all the causal conditions are contingent, each of 
them would require a cause of or reason for its existence. The result would 
be that the conditions responsible for causing or explaining the effect would 
be infinite. But an infinite set of causal conditions cannot explain the exist- 
ence of a contingent being. Two types of arguments support this last claim. 

The first argument is that there cannot be an actually infinite set of 
anything in reality. Although in mathematics we can speak about actual 
infinites, mathematical actual infinites concern only the ideal world of math- 
ematics.® If actual infinites were to exist in the real world, absurdities would 
result. We introduced this argument previously when we considered the 
kalaém cosmological argument. If the actual infinite cannot exist, then one 
cannot appeal to an actual infinite of contingent conditions to explain the 
existence of any given contingent being. Hence, the causal conditions must 
contain at least one noncontingent causal condition or being. 

According to the second argument in defense of 5, even if an actually 
infinite set is possible, such a set of causal conditions cannot explain some- 
thing’s existence. Where each causal condition is contingent, each one itself 
needs an explanation for its existence. Since each being in an infinite series 
of contingent beings needs a reason for its existence, an infinite series of con- 
tingent beings cannot explain the existence of any contingent being. It is as 
if one had a chain holding up a lamp; although each link holds up the next 
link in the chain, the infinity of the chain does not explain why the lamp is 
suspended.” 

But why, it might be asked, do we need to explain the existence of 
every contingent causal condition in order to explain something's existence? 
Richard Swinburne terms this requirement the completist fallacy.” All we 
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need is a full explanation, which is provided once we derive the existence of 
the contingent thing from some relevant theory plus the existence of what is 
necessary for its existence.” We can explain why the lamp hangs by stating 
the appropriate laws and the existence of the loop from which it hangs. 

It is not clear that Swinburne’s “completist fallacy” really is a fallacy. 
After all, to explain why the lamp hangs by appealing to the loop to which it 
is attached and the relevant natural laws does not provide a sufficient reason 
to explain why the lamp hangs rather than not, for it would not hang were 
the loop in question not attached to the ceiling, and the ceiling attached to 
the house, and so on. And this is the question that at least one version of the 
cosmological argument poses—namely, why is there a universe (as a col- 
lection of contingent things) rather than not?” “When the existence of each 
member of a collection is explained by reference to some other member of 
that very same collection then it does not follow that the collection itself has an 
explanation. For it is one thing for there to be an explanation of the existence 
of each dependent being and quite another thing for there to be an explana- 
tion of why there are dependent beings at all.“ To say that there always have 
been dependent things fails to provide a sufficient reason for why any such 
things exist rather than not. 

Russell objects that we cannot ask about the cause of the universe; it is 
“just there, and that’s all. The argument in defense of the contingency of 
the universe—that since everything in the universe is contingent, the uni- 
verse itself must be contingent—is, he contends, fallacious. 

Russell is correct in noting that general arguments of this type can 
commit the fallacy of composition. For example, the argument “since all the 
bricks in the wall are small, the wall is small” is fallacious. Yet sometimes 
the totality has the same character as the parts on account of the parts: we 
built the wall out of bricks; therefore, it is a brick wall. The universe’s con- 
tingency, it is argued, is like the second case. If all the contingent parts of 
the universe, including matter and energy, ceased to exist simultaneously, 
then the universe itself, as the totality of these parts, would cease to exist. 
But if it can cease to exist, it is contingent and requires an explanation for its 
existence. 

William Rowe (b. 1931) develops a different argument to support the 
thesis that the universe must be contingent. He argues that it is necessary 
that if God exists, then it is possible that there are no dependent beings. Since 
it is possible that God exists, it is possible that there are no dependent beings, 
and hence the universe is contingent.* 

One further question remains: namely, even if the argument succeeded, 
would it show, as Aquinas held, that God (understood religiously) exists? 
' Whether the argument establishes the existence of God understood reli- 
giously depends on whether the necessary being or first cause to which the 
argument concludes is the God of religion. Some suggest that the universe is 
the necessary being, but we have seen there is reason to doubt this. Without 
any other reasonable candidate, it is likely that the necessary being is not a 
natural being but something supernatural, like God. But much more would 
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have to be said concerning its properties to establish that the necessary being 
is to be identified with a being who is personal, loving, good, all-knowing, 
and omnipotent, and who acts purposively. 


THE ANALOGICAL TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


Undoubtedly the most popular argument for God’s existence is the teleolog- 
ical argument. Like the cosmological argument, it is a causal argument. But it 
emphasizes the means—ends (telos) structure or order found in the universe. 
Also, like the ontological and cosmological arguments we have considered, 
it has a long history and reflects the prevailing scientific worldview. We 
leave aside the Thomistic version constructed on an appeal to Aristotelian 
final causes (because contemporary thought does not find final causes oper- 
ative in the universe outside of purposive-acting agents) and instead focus 
on modern conceptions of the argument—the analogical, anthropic, and in- 
telligent design versions. 

Widely found in popular religious literature, the analogical teleolog- 
ical argument goes back at least to the Enlightenment and is best exem- 
plified by William Paley’s (1743-1805) argument that the organ, organisms, 
or behaviors found in nature are analogous to a watch. When encountering 
a stone, we don’t ponder how it got there. But if we found a watch, the 
question of how it came to be arises, for we are impressed with its intri- 
cate means-—ends structure, something not found in stones. All the wheels, 
gears, and springs are made and adjusted so that by their motion the watch 
keeps perfect time. Seeing this, we cannot help but conclude that the watch 
had an intelligent maker who understood the materials and mechanism and 
fashioned the watch according to a design for a purpose. When we look at 
nature, we quickly discover the same intricate means—ends adaptation in 
its organs, organisms, and animal behaviors. “Every indication of contriv- 
ance, every manifestation of design, which existed in the watch, exists in the 
works of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, of being greater 
and more, and that in degree which exceeds all computation.” Just con- 
sider the astounding means~ends ordering between all the parts of the eye 
and the end of seeing; each part is well suited to contribute to the whole, so 
that if merely one part functions poorly, sight is negatively affected. Since 
the effects—the eye (and similar organs) and the watch—are analogous, it is 
reasonable to conclude that these structures of nature, like the watch, had an 
intelligent, purposeful maker. 

But will the argument from analogy work? David Hume (1711-1776), an- 
ticipating Paley’s argument, advanced three criticisms of an analogical tel- 
eological argument. First, the strength of the argument depends upon the 
similarity between the things held to be analogous (the analogs). The greater 
the similarity, the stronger the argument; the weaker the similarity, the 
weaker the argument. Hume argued that the two analogs are greatly dis- 
parate; our world is not like watches and other humanly contrived things. 
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Indeed, because it contains vegetation and animals, its operative principles 
are more organic than mechanical. 

Second, to think that the principle governing human creation of 
machines—that reason is required for means—ends adaptation—governs all 
of nature is unreasonable. Many natural principles other than reason govern 
processes like reproduction and photosynthesis. Indeed, the number of nat- 
ural principles is quite large. Why choose reason or mind as the ultimate 
governing or forming principle of the universe? Why not choose, for ex- 
ample, the principles involved in generation or photosynthesis or in atomic 
reactions as the dominant principles? Further, each principle rules over its 
own natural domain, whether vegetation or generation (biology) or oxidation 
(chemistry). We cannot project a governing principle from one limited area 
to another part of nature, to the whole of the universe, or to its formation. 

Third, suppose we grant that mind accounts for the order in the uni- 
verse. Does not the principle of causation hold for mind and its operations 
just as much as for the material world?” If so, this mind (God) must have a 
cause for its ordering actions. Hence, we have an infinite regress of causes 
for any event, since we cannot invoke either the mental or the material to be 
the ultimate cause or explanation. But an infinite regress of causes yields 
no satisfactory explanation for the resulting order. Hence, either we deny 
the principle of causation (and do not require a cause for the means-—ends 
adaptation in the material world) or we affirm the principle of causation 
and allow evidence showing that each area, material as well as mental, can 
organize itself. 

As Steven Gould (1941-2002) notes, however, Paley’s argument may be 
seen as an inference to the best explanation.* For Paley, explanations other 
than design—that the fit is simply fortuitous or that complete structures 
developed gradually—are inferior to the appeal to an intelligent designer. 
Philosophers prior to the nineteenth century generally doubted that matter 
could organize itself. Providing an account of self-organizing matter, how- 
ever, is one of the significant contributions of Charles Darwin (1809-1882). 
Natural selection provides the ordering principle. Individual examples of 
apparent means-ends structuring occur when modifications produced by 
random mutations either are preserved when they benefit (or at least do not 
harm) the individual or are discarded when they prove detrimental to sur- 
vival or reproduction. But genetic mutation and natural selection are strictly 
natural processes; they do not require a divine mind for their operation. 
Evolutionary naturalism, it is held, provides a reasonable alternative for 
explaining particular instances of means—end order in nature, confirming 
Hume’s prior suspicion that matter can organize itself. 


THE ANTHROPIC TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


Despite the demise of Paley’s argument in the nineteenth century, the teleo- 
logical argument has experienced a renaissance at the end of the twentieth 
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and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries. Although the argument 
appears in numerous forms, two recent versions have occasioned significant 
discussion. 

Some contemporary proponents of the teleological argument grant that 
individual examples of means—ends ordering in the organic realm can be 
explained by evolutionary principles. Evolution, with its auxiliary hypothe- 
sis of natural selection, provides a paradigm that enables us to account for 
ordered biological processes. However, proponents contend that the uni- 
verse manifests certain other features that are best explained by appeal to 
an intelligent, purposive designer. Defenders of the Anthropic or Fine-Tuning 
Argument note that the inorganic world contains a vast complex of seemingly 
unrelated conditions, many of which have a very low antecedent probability, 
given what we know about the prior natural causes. That is, the occurrence 
of each of these conditions, by itself, seems highly improbable. If any of the 
initial conditions at the universe’s origin had been different from what they 
were, life as we know it would not exist. Most important, we as conscious 
beings would not be here to witness the process. For example, had “the Big 
Bang expanded at a different rate, life would not have evolved. A reduction 
by one part in a million million at an initial stage would have led to recollapse 
before temperatures could fall below ten thousand degrees. An early increase 
by one part in a million would have prevented the growth of galaxies, stars 
and planets.” The so-called cosmological constant had to be just right for 
universe formation. Or had the gravitational force been slightly greater (by 
1 part in 10), all the stars would be blue giants whose life span is too short 
to allow intelligent life to evolve. But had it been slightly less, the universe 
would be devoid of many elements essential to life. Further, “if the electric 
charge of the electron had been only slightly different, stars either would 
have been unable to burn hydrogen and helium, or else they would not 
have exploded,” giving us the heavier chemical elements. Or again, “if the 
‘strong force,’ which binds the nuclei of atoms together, were stronger [by as 
little as 5%], helium nuclei would dominate the universe, and no hydrogen 
would be left over; without hydrogen there would be no water” and no life. 
Finally, the universe must be so big to be so old, and it must be so old to 
create the chemicals necessary for life to evolve. In particular, the basic ele- 
ment of life—carbon—could be formed only after the universe had cooled 
down from the Big Bang. But the time required for the evolution of the only 
possible basis for spontaneous generation of life required a universe so big. 
In short, we could not be what we are—living, knowing beings who in part 
comprehend the process—without the universe having these and other spe- 
cific conditions.” Yet the inorganic improbably fits into the extraordinarily 
narrow window of life-making possibilities. What is antecedently unlikely 
is necessary for the very possibility of conscious beings knowing it. 

How does one best explain why these conditions have precisely the 
life-engendering or life-fostering values they have? On a nonteleologi- 
cal, naturalistic schema, the antecedent probability of the particular sce- 
nario occurring that resulted in carbon-based life is extremely low: 
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someone has calculated the odds against our universe’s formation as one in 
10,000,000,000"*. However, on a teleological schema, the existence of these 
conditions necessary for human observers to exist is not unlikely when a 
creative, intelligent God exists. Thus, although we can describe the devel- 
opment of the requisite physical events naturally, that they occurred at all 
and in the pattern and narrow range necessary for evolving life points to the 
existence of an intelligent designer. Hence, it is reasonable to claim that the 
best explanation for there being a universe that produces conscious life is 
the purposive activity of a creator.” 

One interesting reply grants this evidence about the extraordinary 
conjunction of events (called the Weak Anthropic Principle) but maintains 
that an infinite number of universes, independent of each other so that one 
universe has no contact with another, actually exist. In such a scenario, the 
likelihood that a life-bearing universe would arise is virtually certain.™ 
Accordingly, the best explanation is not the activity of a creator but the fact 
that our universe is the one out of the infinite number of universes where 
all these possibilities were realized. Whether this response weakens the 
Anthropic Argument depends on whether one is willing to accept the pro- 
vocative and much-discussed presupposition that an infinite number of un- 
related universes, inaccessible to us and hence unverifiable, exist. 

Taking a different tack, Stephen Gould argues that the Anthropic 
Argument’s reasoning is flawed, for although it is antecedently unlikely that 
any given historical event will occur, something has to happen. Think, for 
example, how improbable it is that you and everyone else in the world are 
precisely in the position you and they are right now. Even if what exactly 
occurred was surprising, it is not surprising that something did occur, and 
hence no special explanation need be given for that fact.” Natural explana- 
tions suffice. 

But the fact that something must happen does not remove the necessity 
for giving an explanation for the extraordinariness of what actually hap- 
pens. Swinburne gives the example of a madman who imprisons a victim, 
telling him that unless a card-shuffling machine draws ten aces of hearts se- 
quentially from ten decks, the machine will set off an explosion that will kill 
him. The madman then starts the machine to make the required draws, and 
to the amazement of the perspiring victim it draws ten successive aces of 
hearts. After release, the grateful victim claims that the machine was rigged, 
but the madman replies that the fortunate draws needed no explanation, 
since the machine had to select some cards and this was the only sequence of 
draws the victim could have observed. But “the fact that this peculiar order 
[of ten aces of hearts] is a necessary condition for the draw being perceived 
at all makes what is perceived no less extraordinary and in need of explana- 
tion.” That he was just lucky” is not an explanation at all. 

It is true that the improbability of an event does not entail that one can- 
not provide a natural explanation. Natural explanations are compatible with 
the merest possibility. But the point of the argument is that what is sought is 
the best possible explanation not only of the conditions themselves, but also 
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of the fact that among all the possible conditions those that make intelligent 
life possible are what exist. For advocates of the Anthropic Argument, the 
appeal to a conscious, purposive designer explains better than chance the 
life-anticipating conjunction of these extremely narrowly ranged physical 
conditions and natural laws. 


THE INTELLIGENT DESIGN TELEOQLOGICAL ARGUMENT 


The most recent formulation of the teleological argument is termed the 
Intelligent Design Argument. Proponents point out that although we cannot 
know that something has not been designed (for example, whether a piece of 
abstract art was painted by a human or randomly by Ruby, the Phoenix Zoo 
elephant noted for slinging paint), we can detect design in systems whose 
functions are irreducibly complex. Such systems are “single systems com- 
posed of several well-matched, interacting parts that contribute to the basic 
function, wherein the removal of any one of the parts causes the system to 
effectively cease functioning.” In such systems the interacting components 
are ordered in such a way that not only do they each contribute to the system, 
but they produce a result over and above what would result from the parts 
acting separately. The system’s overall function must involve the complete 
internal complexity of the system. Michael Behe (b. 1952) cites the cilia used 
by some cells to swim as an instance of irreducible complexity. Cilia are com- 
plex systems that will not work unless all the constituents—microtubules, 
special proteins called dyneins that act as miniature motors, and connectors 
to convey the sliding motion of the microtubules into the bending motion 
that propels the cell—are present and functioning properly. 

Behe argues that since by definition an irreducibly complex system 
is nonfunctional if it lacks a functional part, such systems cannot develop 
gradually by slight modifications of precursor systems, as in natural selec- 
tion using random mutation. If the precursor system lacked a functional 
part, it would be nonfunctional. Even a process where separately func- 
tioning cells symbiotically work together and eventually combine into one 
system cannot account for this irreducible complexity, for the process begins 
with already-functioning complex systems. Rather, irreducibly complex sys- 
tems must arise as an integrated unit, constructed by an intelligent agent 
that purposefully arranged the parts. Thus, in contrast to some defenders 
of the Anthropic Argument, proponents of Intelligent Design (ID) reject the 
Darwinian macro-evolutionary account of how complex organisms develop. 
At the same time, they claim to differ from Paley in admitting only irreduc- 
ibly complex systems into the argument.” 

If we abandon Neo-Darwinism, have we then abandoned scientific 
accounts of biological development for a religious nonscience? To counteract 
this charge, supporters of Behe’s view attempt to formulate the Intelligent 
Design Argument more generally as a statistical research program that 
provides probabilistic methods for reliably determining when something 
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is designed. William Dembski (b. 1960) generates an algorithm (called an 
Explanatory Filter) that he claims can be employed in a non—question-beg- 
ging way to determine when design rather than necessity or chance best 
explains an event. First, one determines whether the event can be explained 
by necessity. An event that has a high probability of occurring (my alarm 
clock ringing every morning when the timer is set to 6 A.M.) is assigned to 
necessity or regularity (explainable by natural laws). Otherwise one turns to 
chance as an explanation, as I do when I spread grass seed on my lawn and 
try to explain why any particular seed germinates and survives. To elimi- 
nate chance as an explanation and conclude to design, Dembski appeals to 
what he terms specified complexity. To exhibit specified complexity the system 
or event both has to be so improbable that it cannot be reasonably attrib- 
uted to chance (Dembski's figure is 1 in 10*°, which he calculates from the 
number of particles in the universe, the duration of the universe in seconds, 
and the number of changes per second that a particle can experience) and 
has to have a pattern that can be determined independent of what actually 
happened or exists. The specified pattern should not simply be read off of or 
constructed on the event. To do so would be like painting a target around 
the spot where the arrow hit and saying how good a shot one is; the pattern 
would be merely ad hoc and so beg the question of design.© 

Dembski is especially interested in information that is both complex and 
specified, such as is found in Behe’s irreducible complex systems. In partic- 
ular, he wonders how complex specified information arose and got into the 
organisms in a lifeless, abiotic universe. Once RNA sequences exist and are 
capable of self-replication and transcription (process of protein synthesis) in 
an appropriate environment we can understand the laws and processes in- 
volved in their combination and recombination as they act as both blueprints 
and catalysts to stimulate reactions between themselves and other mol- 
ecules, although even here new information has to be infused from outside 
the system. But what could order the information-neutral physical-chemical 
elements such as amino acids or kaolin crystalline structures into informa- 
tion-bearing paired nucleotides? These nucleotides reproduce themselves, 
eventually to be linked as DNA in a double-helix spiral that has coding 
regions where specific sequences convey the information used in building 
proteins. Necessity or regularity, determined through algorithms and nat- 
ural laws, accounts for the transmission but not the origination of informa- 
tion. Chance modifies the information present as the organism develops but 
cannot account for the origin of information systems that are both complex 
and specified by independent patterns, for the complexity is too improbable 
and the specified patterns “too tight.” Therefore, information originally had 
to be infused by an intelligent agent from outside of natural causes. 

Explaining the origin of information-based life by appealing to RNA is 
problematic, ID proponents argue. To self-replicate, RNA strands must have 
a particular ordered arrangement. Furthermore, an appropriate RNA mol- 
ecule can self-replicate only where there is another RNA molecule that is 
its complement, but the odds of finding such complementary molecules in 
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immediate relationship is extraordinarily unlikely. “Factoring in the prob- 
ability of attaining proper bonding and optical isomers, the probability of 
constructing a rather short, functional protein at random becomes so small 
as to be effectively zero (no more than 1 chance in 10”), even given our 
multi-billion-year-old-universe.”“ 

The Intelligent Design Argument has come under significant attack 
from two quarters. The first addresses the attempt to provide statistical 
underpinnings for the argument. One problem is that Dembski believes he 
can construct a specified pattern after the event has occurred or the irreduc- 
ibly complex system exists. But such a construction, in biology as elsewhere, 
leads one to think that the pattern is fabricated (recall the target painted 
around where the arrow hit), not specified independent of the event, as 
Dembski’s theory requires. 

Furthermore, on Dembski’s view design is what remains as an expla- 
nation once necessity and chance are rejected as insufficient. But then, the 
objection goes, since no particular observations follow or are deducible from 
the theory, ID theorists fail to provide an empirically testable hypothesis to 
enable us to determine whether design provides the best explanation. But 
theories ought to be testable by empirical observations so that they can be 
confirmed probabilistically or falsified. Dembski responds that his appeal 
to ID is a properly formed hypothesis. One can establish whether a theory is 
acceptable through properly constructed algorithms. 

But even with an algorithm, critics contend, ID has not brought us a 
powerful research program by which we can construct experiments to con- 
firm the theory or provide fruitful further discoveries, both of which are 
characteristic of science. To say that something is designed does not tell us 
how it was designed or what further we can expect. Stephen Meyer (b. 1958) 
attempts to counter this objection by suggesting various ways in which ID 
has testable predictions. “For example, it predicts that investigations of the 
properties of ribozymes (RNA catalysts) will reveal an insufficient number 
of enzymatic functions to sustain a primitive cell or even an alternative 
RNA-based system of protein synthesis.” He also suggests that if ID is cor- 
rect, there will be stasis regarding complex structures over time that would 
be revealed in the fossil record, and there will not be one continuous tree 
of life, but many different and conflicting trees. He also suggests particular 
instances where viewing complex systems as designed might aid in under- 
standing how they function, although this in itself, he admits, does not rule 
out Neo-Darwinism. 

The second set of objections arises from Behe’s appeal to irreducibly 
complex systems, which he argues cannot have developed randomly from 
prior systems. Kenneth Miller (b. 1948) contends that the ID argument, 
couched at the level of proteins and cells, is fundamentally no different than 
the argument Paley presented and suffers from similar shortcomings. Miller 
provides cases of irreducibly complex systems that both satisfy Behe’s def- 
inition and show gradual evolutionary development. For example, the five- 
component system that carries sound across the middle ear is irreducibly 
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complex in Behe’s sense, but the history of its formation can be traced as 
“two of the bones that originally formed the rear portion of the reptilian 
lower jaw were gradually pushed backwards and reduced in size until they 
migrated into the middle ear, forming the bony connections that carry vibra- 
tions into the inner ears of present-day mammals.” This complex system 
has parts with readily discernible antecedents. With respect to cilia in cells, 
Miller argues that “we can find scores of cilia lacking one or more of the 
components supposedly essential to the function of the apparatus,” but 
which work, albeit each in its own way. “Once we have found a series of less 
complex, less intricate, differently organized [cilia], the contention that this 
is an irreducibly complex structure has been successfully refuted.”” Miller’s 
point is twofold: first, what appear to be irreducibly complex systems are not 
irreducible, and second, organs or structures may have their original func- 
tions altered as they evolve into new structures. What develops often arises 
from modifications of systems that were useful but for purposes unrelated 
to the evolved system. 

Indeed, if divine ID is appealed to, one would think that the complex 
systems would evidence better design. Yet not only do we have no-longer- 
serviceable organs like the appendix, but structures like the backbone that 
are better suited for nonvertical organisms, birth canals that are often too 
small for the head of babies to pass through, defective genomes where spon- 
taneous abortions occur in 20 percent of pregnancies, and organs like the 
eye, where the retina creates a blind spot, suggest that better design was 
possible. Supporters of ID reply that either there are undiscovered func- 
tional reasons for the specific features that are thought to be dysteleological 
or they result from degenerative evolution, where a once-functional complex 
system by genetic mutation has become dysfunctional.” But, critics reply, if 
God so carefully designed the structures in the beginning, one would think 
it would behoove God to see to it that they are preserved to best fulfill their 
design functions. 

The critical question, then, is whether complex systems are irreduci- 
ble, as Behe understands them, or whether they develop gradually by slight 
modifications, as believers in natural selection contend. Put another way, 
does attributing the cause of complexity to a nonempirical personal agent 
or to natural selection provide the best explanation of complex systems? 
Geneticists will complain that the debate has been sustained on the level 
of the organism (the phenotype), whereas it really should be debated at the 
level of the genes responsible for the complex systems. Depending on the 
environment, genes can change function in different systems or take over 
functions of other genes. The very fact, for example, that dynein genes are 
involved in a variety of activities, from the cilia’s motor function to platelet 
activation to guiding brain development, shows that changes in genes can 
result in structural variety. Indeed, small changes in genes can cause sig- 
nificant changes that are not counterproductive to the system's functioning 
or the organism’s survival. Even in the formation of what might seem to be 
irreducibly complex systems, developmental processes are at work, so that 
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different genes are expressed or turned on at different times to bring about 
the complex system. They can move around in the DNA, causing complex 
protein changes. Finally, talk about irreducibly complex systems overlooks 
the fact of genetic redundancy, so that systems can continue to function 
while certain genes take on other roles. 

If this version of the teleological argument is to succeed, it will have 
the daunting task of showing that nature really has irreducibly complex 
systems not evolvable through gene modification from prior structures 
and that design can be objectively determined. The arguments will involve 
studies of the complex relations between genes and phenotype, an under- 
standing of the developmental process of gene expression, and a histor- 
ically informed account of genetic change and the genetic tree of living 
things. All of this is becoming available with the rapid deciphering of the 
genetic codes of organisms. It also will have to show that a system where 
God frequently is involved during three billion years to specially create 
complex adaptive systems (organs and organisms) provides a better expla- 
nation than evolution. 


THE MORAL ARGUMENT 


The final argument we will look at is the moral argument. This argument was 
espoused by Immanuel Kant” in the context of a postulational metaphysic 
(where we postulate that something must be the case [human freedom] in 
order to make something else [responsible obedience to the moral law] pos- 
sible) and more recently in the popular writings of C. S. Lewis” (1898-1963). 
A modification of Kant’s argument, with insights from Plato, has found some 
recent support in Robert Adams (b. 1937). 

Adams provides several arguments under the rubric of moral argu- 
ments for theistic belief: a theoretical argument for God’s existence, a prac- 
tical argument for the same, and an argument for the goodness of God.” 
Elsewhere he suggests a meta-ethical adaptation of Anselm's ontological 
argument; although he does not advance it as a theistic proof, it has corre- 
sponding features of such.” We will look at the first two. 

In line with the Kantian tradition, Adams contends that one may con- 
struct a practical moral argument for God’s existence—that is, an argument 
that purports “only to give ethical or other practical reasons for believing that 
God exists.” Adams argues that 


E. It would be demoralizing not to believe there is a moral order of the 
universe; for then we would have to regard it as very likely that the 
history of the universe will not be good on the whole, no matter what 
we do. 


F. Demoralization is morally undesirable. 


G. Therefore, there is moral advantage in believing that there is a moral 
order of the universe. 





102 Reason and Religious Belief 


H. Theism provides the most adequate theory of a moral order of the 
universe. 


J. Therefore, there is a moral advantage in accepting theism.” 


Propositions G and J follow from their respective premises, leaving us 
with premises E, F, and H. [A-D are not germane to our presentation of his 
argument here.] Granting F, objections might be raised against E and H. 
Adams defends E by suggesting that although empirical evidence that F is 
true is not readily available, there is good reason to think that our lives have 
meaning when they contribute to a larger whole. One way this belief that 
life is worth living is revealed is by the way we care for persons in distress. 
We do more than pity them and wish them well; we believe that their life 
is a good to be pursued, “as [their] vocation, and as God’s project too....If I 
care about your good, I add myself as a sponsor of the project. And this I can 
hardly do without believing that your life is worth living.”” To not believe 
that a person’s life is worth living lays the groundwork for dehumanizing 
behavior toward others. Not only is life worth living, so also is a moral life 
and a life of the common good, where the good of all persons is the end. Not 
only does Adams hold that we believe that life has a good end, but following 
Kant, he also contends that morality has a need for faith that we can achieve 
the ends for which we aspire or strive. This faith rests on a belief that the 
universe has a moral order, that there is life after death, and that justice and 
goodness will prevail. 

Critics will find it hard to deny that we believe (for the most part) that 
our lives are worth living insofar as they aim at goods, but they might con- 
tend that it is more difficult to link this belief to a moral order. Only if we 
assume that there is a cosmic purpose or moral order and then discover that 
it is not so are we demoralized. If we don’t make such an assumption about 
overall purpose or moral order from the outset, we can be satisfied with the 
individual contributions people make to society without assuming that they 
are without value unless they contribute to some larger project. 

With regard to H, Adams mentions progressive scientism and Marxism 
as competing moral theories. He leaves open the question whether these 
could succeed in providing a significant competitor to theism in accounting 
for a moral order of the universe, although clearly he thinks that they fail. 
Neither a progressive scientism nor Marxism has shown evidence of suc- 
cessfully accomplishing this task. 

Adams's theoretical argument for God’s existence invokes premise H on 
the way to concluding that we have good reason to think that God exists. We 
might construct Adam’s argument as follows: 


1. Judgments about right and wrong are judgments about moral facts. 


2. A theory that accounts for their being objective (whether or not they 
obtain is independent of whether anyone thinks so) is better than a 
theory that leaves moral facts dependent for their truth on human 
beliefs. 
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3. A theory that holds that moral facts are about nonnatural properties 
of God’s commands is such a theory. (H) 


4, But for such a theory to be true, God must exist. 


5. Therefore, the existence of judgments about right and wrong pro- 
vides a reason for thinking that God exists. 


Any appeal to divine commands as a ground for ethical obligation faces 
several serious hurdles. First, many people believe that actions are really 
right and wrong quite apart from any belief in God. Atheists, for example, 
do not mean by “right” and “wrong” “consonant with or opposing what God 
commands.” If that is what the argument means by “right” and “wrong,” the 
moral argument is fallacious because it begs the question. 

Adams replies that the divine command theory need not be understood 
as a theory of the meaning of the terms “right” and “wrong.” That some- 
thing is ethically wrong is not analytically connected with the commands of 
a loving God. Rather, he holds that the claim that actions are morally wrong 
if they controvert the commands of a loving God is metaphysically necessary 
if it is true.” The divine command theory provides the grounding for the 
rightness of actions, not for the meaning of the terms “right” and “wrong.” 

A second serious objection to the divine command theory is that it 
makes right and wrong arbitrary, such that if God commanded us to do 
something that we consider obnoxious, like being cruel for the sake of cru- 
elty, by virtue of that command we would be obligated to do it. But then 
what guides God’s commands? Without a criterion, these commands cannot 
be justified and hence are arbitrary. Adams replies that what guides those 
commands is that they are the commands of a loving God. And a loving God 
would not command us to practice cruelty for its own sake. 

But several questions arise. First, if being loving is a contingent property 
of God, then it is at least possible that he is not loving and that he could com- 
mand cruelty for its own sake. In those cases God’s commands should not 
be obeyed. Adams replies that for the modified divine command theorist, 
although it is logically possible that God could command cruelty for its own 
sake, God’s character is such that God would not do so—it is metaphysically 
impossible because of God's attribute of excellence. “It is only the commands 
of a definitively good God, who, for example, is not cruel but loving, that are 
a good candidate for the role of defining moral obligation.”” Since an excel- 
lent or loving God does not command such, believers need not worry about 
morally counterintuitive commands.” 

Second, the reply based on the contention that God is loving seems cir- 
cular, for why should one choose loving as the critical property of God? Out 
of all possible properties, why choose one property or set of properties as 
appropriate to God rather than others? The response would seem to be that 
being loving is a good or value that would exclude doing cruel acts for their 
own sake. But this then either is circular” (God’s commands are good and 
to be obeyed because they come from a loving being, and a being is loving 
when it gives good commands to be obeyed) or it invokes an independent 
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standard of goodness (there are some values, such as being loving, that are 
valued because they are good, independent of God’s commands). 

Adams replies that the modified divine command theory does not re- 
quire that all values stem from God’s commands, only obligations (deonto- 
logical values). Additional values (axiological values) come from a theory 
of the good. “There are many different value concepts and it is clearly pos- 
sible to give one or more of them a theological analysis while giving others a 
non-theological analysis.”” That is, moral obligations are explained in terms 
of God’s commands but not goodness or badness in general. As Adams 
notes, his theory requires an account of the nature of the good independent 
of moral goodness. At the same time, Adams goes on to ground the Good in 
the nature (as opposed to the commands) of God; things are good by virtue 
of their resemblance to the Good, which he holds is God.* 

Whether or not the moral argument is successful depends upon a thor- 
ough discussion of ethics, of being able to give a realist account of the nature 
of the Good, and of whether theistic ethics provides the best explanation of 
moral judgments. This topic of the relation of ethics and the Good to God 
will be taken up in Chapter 15. 


CUMULATIVE CASE ARGUMENTS AND GOD 


One more set of objections to the theistic arguments must be considered. 
Michael Martin (b. 1932), in his extensive, detailed defense of atheism, takes 
on each theistic argument individually, raising serious questions about each 
argument and what it would show were it sound. For each argument he con- 
cludes, first, that the argument does not warrant belief in God, and, second, 
should it do so, it would not support a belief in the God of Christian, Jewish, 
or Muslim theism.® Let us take each objection in turn. 

To Martin’s first objection, theists respond that generally it is a mistake 
to base a thesis on one argument or piece of evidence. Just as the prosecution 
in a trial produces varieties of evidence that bear on the case, so that if one 
piece of evidence is questioned, the case does not topple, so theists should 
not ground their belief on any single argument or treat the arguments inde- 
pendently. Theistic arguments are best seen as part of a cumulative case for 
theism, where the pieces support each other in a way that enables us to make 
sense of the entire picture. Theists have advanced different types of cu- 
mulative case arguments. Using the probability calculus of Bayes’ theorem, 
Swinburne argues inductively that it is likely that God exists, or that the 
evidence at least makes it more likely that God exists. He appeals to stand- 
ard probability reasoning to make his case. Basil Mitchell (1917-2011), on the 
other hand, presents no formal calculus of probability. Rather, in construct- 
ing a cumulative case for rationality, whether in philosophy, law, or poli- 
tics, one appeals to personal judgment—that is, the ability to recognize and 
weigh the evidence. There is no algorithm to successful argument resolution, 
but different traditions evoke strategies to address the evidence available in 
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developing and defending their viewpoint. Mitchell notes that employing 
personal judgments that rarely follow strict logical form is how we ordi- 
narily conduct our rational debates; we look at and assess the evidence on 
both sides using the best of our rational abilities. It is not that we ignore bad 
arguments; compiling bad arguments does not make a good argument. But 
the very premises of the respective arguments and the roles they play in the 
argument will themselves be subject to personal judgments. 

One must be careful here: the fact that arguments are person-relative or 
that we use personal judgment does not imply that “anything goes.” Since 
we think and work in a community, an argument that does not meet with 
at least some measure of acceptance by persons in the community, that only 
one individual or a few think to be sound or reasonable, should raise serious 
questions in the advocate’s mind. Although acceptance by the community 
does not make any claim true, the community functions as a check against 
mere rationalization of any position. 

It might be replied, correctly, that the term community is still vague. We 
function in many communities, not merely one: to which community should 
the theist present grounds or evidence? To the theistic community? To the 
nontheistic community? And what kind of evaluative criteria are to be in- 
voked? At the bare minimum, logical criteria should be accepted by all sides. 
But beyond this, the appropriate criteria for communal judgments are mat- 
ters for ongoing discussion.” 

Atheists likewise employ cumulative case reasoning. Although Martin 
critically considers the arguments for God seriatim and claims that he could 
rest his case on an a priori argument that the concept of God is incoherent, 
he proceeds to consider other reasons as well. In doing so, he too constructs 
an elaborate cumulative case—for atheism. In defense of negative atheism, he 
attempts to show both that religious language is cognitively meaningless 
and that the theistic arguments fail to provide any reason for thinking that 
God exists. “Although a conclusive case cannot be made for negative athe- 
ism, if a good case can be made for supposing that belief in God should be 
based on reason and that all the available reasons for believing in an all- 
good, all-powerful, and all-knowing being are inadequate, negative atheism 
in the narrow sense will be justified as much as it can be in relation to our 
present knowledge.”® In defense of positive atheism he advances the case 
that God is the sort of entity that could and should have provided evidence 
for his existence. Not only is such evidence lacking; the presence of evil pro- 
vides a strong argument in favor of atheism.” 

In short, both sides ultimately appeal to personal-relative arguments 
and cumulative case reasoning. When considering arguments for or against 
theism, the case should not rest on one piece of evidence. All the arguments, 
pro and con, should be considered. As prosecutors would be foolish to rest 
their case on one piece of evidence, so those who would argue for theism 
or for atheism would be ill advised to justify their view by one piece of evi- 
dence or one criticism. Moreover, as we argued earlier, proofs and arguments 
are person-relative, and as such, not only will different people legitimately 
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arrive at diverse conclusions, but they will often do so in a rational fashion. 
Failure to persuade another should not be the occasion for abandoning one’s 
own well-considered beliefs, but hearing the arguments of others should 
provide the occasion for serious reflection on their and one’s own evidence 
and beliefs. 


THE GOD OF RELIGION AND OF PHILOSOPHY 


Martin's second objection raises the important question whether the neces- 
sary, purposive being to which the arguments point is to be identified with 
the God of religion. His contention, with which the theist might agree, is that 
if we are looking for the God of the Bible, the Torah, or the Koran to emerge 
from the arguments, we will be disappointed. The arguments at best yield 
the concept of a being (or beings) that has distinctively philosophical rather 
than specifically religious properties. The necessary being of the arguments 
has not been shown to be personal, loving, worthy of worship, or concerned 
for our salvation. Can, then, the necessary being of the philosophers be iden- 
tified with the God of religious believers? 

One way theists can explore this is by what might be termed the method 
of correlation. This involves correlating the properties of the philosophical 
necessary being with those of the God of a particular religious tradition. 
Three steps are required. First, the characteristics of this necessary being 
must be determined. For example, it might be held to be an eternal, conscious 
intelligence, creatively and purposively involved in the world. Some hold 
that other properties, like omnipotence, omniscience, and goodness, follow 
from these properties; others maintain that they are correlates. The second 
step is to choose a particular religious tradition and see how its Reality is 
described. What properties are appropriate to that Reality? Is it held to be a 
conscious, purposive being, causally related to a contingent world separate 
from itself? Or is it an impersonal Absolute, a being behind the illusion of 
this world?” Third, what properties in the two lists are consistent, inconsist- 
ent, or not duplicated? Where the lists are consistent, there is reason to be- 
lieve that they describe the same being. Where the lists are inconsistent (for 
example, the cosmological argument supports a dualist tradition, in which 
God is separate from the world, rather than a monistic or pantheistic tradi- 
tion), further thinking on the part of both scholar and believer is required. 
Where the lists have unrelated properties (for example, the theistic argu- 
ments do not speak of a loving, trinitarian being who cares about the crea- 
tion), one might explore whether these properties are or are not consistent 
with the properties that do follow. 

Whatever one concludes about the relation between the ultimate of the 
theistic arguments and the God of religion, it is important to note that what 
is at stake is not a conflict or correlation between two beings, but between 
two conceptions of God. When seen from this perspective, the work of phi- 
losophers and that of theologians can complement each other. 
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It is safe to say that most philosophers, nontheists and theists alike, re- 
main skeptical about the success of the theistic arguments. At the same time, 
others think that arguments for and against God’s existence yield results. 
While some believe that a good cumulative case can be constructed for athe- 
ism, others believe that the cumulative case from natural theology provides 
grounds for thinking that belief in God is reasonable. For philosophers of 
whatever stripe, the issues raised by the arguments provide fertile ground 
for debate and discussion. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. How would you argue for or against the view that one needs evidence either to 
believe or to not believe in God? If evidence is needed, who (theist or atheist) has 
the burden of proof, and why? 


2. If you believe in God, to what evidence do you appeal to support your belief? If 
you do not believe in God, what argument would you give against God's exist- 
ence? Carefully evaluate the strength of the arguments you give, noting the pos- 
sibly problematic premises and critical assumptions. 


3. What is Anselm’s ontological argument? What argument would you give to cri- 
tique its central thesis that existence is a perfection, and how might a defender 
of the argument reply? 


4. How is the contemporary version of the ontological argument similar to and 
different from Anselm’s version? What is one of its strengths and one of its 
weaknesses? 


5. What are the similarities and differences between the kalaém and atemporal ver- 
sions of the cosmological argument? Take one of the versions and note its critical 
premises, giving arguments either in support or in criticism of those premises. 


6. What are the similarities and differences between the analogical, Anthropic, 
and Intelligent Design versions of the teleological argument? Discuss why the 
teleological argument might or might not beg the question in affirming that 
there is order in the universe. 


7. What is Gould’s argument against the Anthropic form of the teleological argu- 
ment? What is Swinburne’s reply? Which do you find more convincing, and 
why? 

8. What is Adams's moral argument for God’s existence? What major problem 
might it encounter? 
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CHAPTER 6 


KNOWING GOD WITHOUT 
ARGUMENTS 


Does Theism Need a Basis? 





The French mystic Simone Weil (1909-1943) describes her first experience 
of God in the following way: 


In a moment of intense physical suffering, when I was forcing myself to feel 
love, but without desiring to give a name to that love, I felt, without being 
in any way prepared for it (for I had never read the mystical writers) a pres- 
ence more personal, more certain, more real than that of a human being, 
though inaccessible to the senses and the imagination! 


Simone Weil’s experience is all the more remarkable because there was so 
little in her background to prepare her for it. She was raised as an agnostic 
in a secularized Jewish home, and (as she says) had read none of the mystical 
authors who might have led her to anticipate such an experience. Weil, who 
was trained in philosophy, had studied the arguments for and against the 
existence of God and found the question undecidable. After her experience, 
however, she wrote: 


When we are eating bread, and even when we have eaten it, we know that 
it is real. We can nevertheless raise doubts about the reality of the bread. 
Philosophers raise doubts about the reality of the world of the senses. Such 
doubts are however purely verbal, they leave the certainty intact and ac- 
tually serve only to make it more obvious to a well-balanced mind. In the 
same way he to whom God has revealed his reality can raise doubts about 
this reality without any harm. They are purely verbal doubts, a form of 
exercise to keep his intelligence in good health. 


Simone Weil’s claim here is both clear and striking. On the one hand, she 
points out, philosophers raise questions about the “reality of the external 
world”; we may deal with these doubts intellectually—examine them, seek 
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to refute them, and so on—yet all this leaves completely unshaken our cer- 
tainty of the reality of the bread we have eaten. On the other hand, philoso- 
phers doubt the existence of God and engage in debate using theistic and 
antitheistic arguments. This is all well and good—fine exercise for the mind, 
in fact—but for the person “to whom God has revealed his reality” these 
doubts no more disturb her certainty of God’s existence than do the philoso- 
pher’s doubts about the reality of bread and trees and stones. 

It is safe to say that most philosophers who have considered the ques- 
tion of God’s existence would not agree with Weil about this. Such a cer- 
tainty, based on experience, as she attests to would often be dismissed as 
“purely subjective’; such experiences, before we rely on them, need to be 
confirmed by rational, as opposed to purely emotional, considerations. We 
need, in other words, to look at the question of God’s existence in the light 
of evidence and arguments—just such arguments, in fact, as occupied us in 
the previous chapter. One very natural way of looking at the matter would 
seem to be this: we estimate, on the one hand, the combined strength of the 
various arguments for God’s existence, and on the other hand the strength 
of the argument from evil as well as other arguments against theism. Then, 
taking these two bodies of evidence together, we weigh them against each 
other, and the resulting balance determines whether it is reasonable to be- 
lieve in God. Thus, if the problem of evil seems to be a strong argument 
against theism while none of the favorable arguments has much force, then 
it would be rational to reject belief in God, whereas if the theistic arguments 
are powerful and the antitheistic arguments can be refuted, belief in God is 
reasonable and appropriate. Or, it might turn out that the evidence for and 
against God’s existence is quite evenly balanced; in this case it would be ap- 
propriate to suspend judgment and neither believe nor disbelieve. 


EVIDENTIALISM 


This way of looking at the matter has a name: evidentialism. It is, as has been 
said, a rather natural way of viewing the subject—so natural, indeed, that 
many philosophers have taken it for granted without question. Of course, it 
must be admitted that most ordinary people, including ordinary religious 
people, do not think this way at all. Most religious believers have never 
given much thought to arguments for or against the existence of God, and 
they may not feel that they have missed very much. Even those who have 
learned something about the arguments—say, in an introductory philos- 
ophy course—seldom make a really serious effort to find out how strong the 
arguments are or to guide their own beliefs by these arguments. They just 
go on believing, or disbelieving, without troubling themselves much about 
arguments. 

Evidentialist philosophers, however, are not greatly concerned about 
the fact that most people do not think about God in the way evidentialism 
considers proper. The sad fact is, the evidentialists tell us, that most people 
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are very far from being rational in the way in which they decide on impor- 
tant beliefs, especially religious beliefs. People believe for a variety of psy- 
chological, social, and emotional reasons that have very little to do with 
whether a belief is supported by evidence or whether it is likely to be true. 
Fortunately, however, there are a few individuals who do care about reason 
and truth, who do not want to be guided merely by their emotions, and it 
is these people who should be our example. They show what it means to be 
guided by evidence and arguments in determining our religious beliefs. 

One of the most important developments in the philosophy of religion 
in recent years is the appearance of a group of philosophers who sharply 
reject evidentialism. These philosophers are not fideists in the sense defined 
in Chapter 4; they do not think that one’s ultimate beliefs are immune to 
rational evaluation. Nor are they, strictly speaking, critical rationalists in the 
sense defined in Chapter 4; they do not think that the critical evaluation of 
all relevant evidence is required for justified belief. Rather, they maintain 
that it is possible for religious beliefs to be entirely rational and fully justified 
even if there is no evidence supporting these beliefs. This view is often referred 
to as “Reformed epistemology” because of the similarity between it and cer- 
tain ideas that have been prominent in the Reformed, or Calvinistic, branch 
of Protestantism.’ But the view itself is not logically tied to this branch of 
Christian belief; one need not be a Calvinist, or even a Christian, to be a 
Reformed epistemologist. The three leading exponents of Reformed epis- 
temology are Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932), Nicholas Wolterstorff (b. 1932), and 
William P. Alston (1921-2009). We shall draw upon each of them in setting 
out and analyzing the position in the subsequent pages. 


CRITIQUE OF EVIDENTIALISM 


The first thing we need to do is to understand more precisely what is meant 
by evidentialism, so we can then see why the Reformed epistemologists object 
to it. Nicholas Wolterstorff presents the “evidentialist challenge” as follows: 


It was insisted, in the first place, that it would be wrong for a person to accept 
Christianity, or any other form of theism, unless it was rational for him to do 
so. And it was insisted, secondly, that it is not rational for a person to do so 
unless he holds his religious convictions on the basis of other beliefs of his 
which give to those convictions adequate evidential support. No religion is 
acceptable unless rational, and no religion is rational unless supported by 
evidence. That is the evidentialist challenge.* 


Now, what is so objectionable about this? Unless we are content to be irra- 
tional, the requirement that we accept only rational beliefs is hard to con- 
test. And it certainly seems reasonable that in order for religious beliefs 
to be rational they must be supported by evidence. We need, however, 
to be more precise about what it means for a belief to be supported by evi- 
dence. Many different views about this are possible. In its strongest form, 
evidentialists are committed to an epistemological perspective known as 
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strong foundationalism.° To understand this perspective, we must first discuss 
foundationalism, and then go on to consider what is distinctive about strong 
foundationalism. 

Foundationalists distinguish between two kinds of beliefs that we all 
have. There are, on the one hand, beliefs that we hold because they receive 
evidential support from other beliefs that we have; these we may term derived 
beliefs. But there are also, it seems, some beliefs that are accepted without 
being supported by still other beliefs; these are our basic beliefs, and they 
form the “basis” on which our entire structure of belief and knowledge ul- 
timately rests. 

One may, of course, accept a belief in a basic way (that is, without accept- 
ing it on the basis of other beliefs that are taken as evidence for it), when it 
is quite unreasonable to do so. For instance, one might believe that someone 
is guilty of a crime simply because one dislikes that person. But there must 
also, it seems, be some situations in which it is reasonable and proper to accept 
certain beliefs without other beliefs as evidence; those beliefs that it is rea- 
sonable to accept without evidence are our properly basic beliefs. 

There is a very important question that must be answered by any foun- 
dationalist—namely, What kinds of beliefs can be properly basic? The answer to 
this question determines what the “foundations” are on which one’s beliefs 
must be built, and thus goes a long way toward deciding what the final 
structure of beliefs will be like.® 

Now we are ready for the explanation of strong foundationalism. What 
makes strong foundationalism strong is just its idea about the sorts of beliefs 
that can properly be accepted as basic. The guiding idea has been that 
the properly basic beliefs should be beliefs concerning which it is impossible, 
or nearly impossible, to go wrong. If the foundations are as solid as it is hu- 
manly possible to make them, then the belief system erected on them can 
also be solid and secure. To achieve this, strong foundationalists usually re- 
quire that properly basic beliefs should be of only two kinds: either self-ev- 
ident or incorrigible. Self-evident beliefs are seen to be true by anyone who 
understands them; simple truths of arithmetic, such as “1 + 2 = 3,” would be 
examples. Incorrigible beliefs are those that deal with one’s own, immediate 
experience; examples would include “I am feeling pain,” “I seem to be see- 
ing something red,” and the like. It may or may not be possible to go wrong 
over such beliefs (that has been debated), but they would seem to be about as 
immune from doubt as any we can imagine. And if all our other beliefs can 
be built on these foundations, the goal of attaining real, solid, unchallengea- 
ble knowledge seems within reach. To sum up, then, an evidentialist who is 
a strong foundationalist holds the following: A person is rational in accepting 
a given belief only if that belief is self-evident, or incorrigible, or is derived from self- 
evident or incorrigible beliefs using acceptable methods of logical inference.’ 

It might appear that this form of evidentialism opposes religion, but 
this is not necessarily the case. For instance, while it isn’t clear that histor- 
ically important theists such as Descartes (1596-1650), Locke (1632-1704, 
and Leibniz (1646-1716) held that religious belief is rational only if based 
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on evidence that cannot be denied by any reasonable person—and it is clear 
that Aquinas did not hold this position—all these philosophers did believe 
that at least some important religious beliefs could in fact be shown to be 
based on undeniable evidence. As time went on, however, more and more 
philosophers concluded that theism cannot be shown to be based on such 
evidence. And if this is indeed the case, evidentialism based on strong foun- 
dationalism and religion are indeed enemies. 

However, strong foundationalism, and thus the form of evidentialism 
based on it, is subject to serious criticism. For one thing, when we apply 
strong foundationalism to itself it defeats itself—or, we may say, it self-destructs. 
(The favorite philosopher’s term for this is that this view is self-referentially 
incoherent.) To see what this means, consider the statement of strong founda- 
tionalism that was given above: A person is rational in accepting a given belief 
only if that belief is self-evident, or incorrigible, or is derived from self-evident or 
incorrigible beliefs using acceptable methods of logical inference. Is this statement 
of strong foundationalism itself self-evident? Not likely! In fact, many people 
have understood it and considered it carefully without thinking that it is 
true. Furthermore, it is not an “incorrigible” report of one’s immediate expe- 
rience; it is not at all like “I seem to be seeing something red.” Finally, there 
is no reasonable way in which this statement could be derived from self- 
evident or incorrigible propositions, so as to be justified in that way. So we 
get the following, extremely interesting result: If strong foundationalism is true, 
then no one is rational in accepting strong foundationalism. For a strong founda- 
tionalist, this situation is downright embarrassing! 

There is, however, another problem with strong foundationalism that 
is equally serious: If strong foundationalism is true, then we are wrong about 
most of what we think we know. This point needs some explanation. Earlier, in 
explaining foundationalism, we pointed out that the strong foundational- 
ists wanted to have an absolutely secure basis on which the structure of our 
knowledge could be erected. The idea was that, by taking as our foundations 
only beliefs that were immune to doubt, we could secure a foundation on the 
basis of which our other beliefs could be built up with a very high degree of 
confidence and certainty. 

Unfortunately, this noble project has proved to be a failure again and 
again. Many of our ordinary beliefs—things, indeed, that we would readily 
say that we know to be true—turn out to be unsupported when tested by 
these standards. Consider, for instance, this question: How do you know 
that you have been living for longer than, say, 45 minutes? It isn’t self- 
evident that you have lived longer than that; after all, you might just have 
been cloned by a very speedy scientist! Nor is this something you can know 
by an incorrigible report of your own experience. You may say that you re- 
member having lived for many years past—but how do you know that these 
are real memories of what actually happened rather than, for example, hav- 
ing been implanted directly in your brain by a scientist? Furthermore, there 
does not seem to be any way this belief can be derived from other beliefs that 
are self-evident or incorrigible. Nor is this the only sort of ordinary belief 
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that cannot be justified to satisfy the strong foundationalist’s standards. If 
you are going to take this view seriously, you might have to give up your 
beliefs that trees, mountains, and other physical objects really exist separate 
from your perception of them, and also your beliefs that other people re- 
ally have experiences and feelings of their own, as opposed to being prepro- 
grammed robots. But this, surely, shows that there must be something badly 
wrong with strong foundationalism. 

So it appears to most that evidentialism based on strong foundation- 
alism must be rejected. However, the rejection of strong foundationalism 
doesn’t mean that evidentialism must also be given up. One might accept a 
version of evidentialism based on a nonclassical foundationalism that allows 
for a broader range of beliefs to be accepted as properly basic; as we shall 
see in the next section, Plantinga himself adopts a foundationalism of this 
sort. The Reformed epistemologist, however, would question whether such a 
liberalized foundationalism can reasonably reject the possibility of properly 
basic beliefs grounded on religious experience. 

There can also be coherentist evidentialism. Coherentism rejects the 
foundationalist’s distinction between basic and derived beliefs, and holds 
instead that all of our beliefs are justified by the way they “cohere” (fit to- 
gether in a consistent, well-integrated system) with the rest of our beliefs. We 
will not go into the merits of coherentism at this point. It should be noted, 
however, that some religious belief systems seem to be strongly coherent, so 
the prospects for showing religion to be irrational based on coherentism do 
not seem especially bright. 

More recently, some who call themselves evidentialists acknowledge 
that although there are no conclusive evidential arguments for or against 
religious belief, there are strong probabilistic arguments that justify reject- 
ing (or affirming) various religious beliefs—for example, God’s existence.’ 
However, there remains considerable debate among theists and nontheists 
on the strength of these arguments. 

So far, though, all this is merely negative. Does anything of positive value 
for religion emerge if evidentialism is rejected? For consideration of this mat- 
ter, we turn to Alvin Plantinga. 


PLANTINGA ON PROPERLY BASIC BELIEFS 


We must not suppose that, when the Reformed epistemologists criticize 
strong foundationalism, they are rejecting foundationalism as such. They 
still accept the foundationalist’s distinction between basic and derived 
beliefs, as well as the assumption that there must be properly basic beliefs 
from which all of our other beliefs have to be derived if they are to be ration- 
ally justified. What they reject is merely the strong foundationalist’s overly 
restrictive criterion for what can qualify as properly basic beliefs. 

But how then shall we decide what beliefs can be properly basic? Here 
Plantinga, following Roderick Chisholm (1916-1999), suggests that we should 
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not begin by setting up in advance a general requirement, such as is done by 
strong foundationalism. Instead, we should begin from the structure of be- 
lief and knowledge that we already have, and we should assume provision- 
ally that this structure of belief is pretty much in order—that, as Chisholm 
says, “we do know most, if not all, of those things that ordinary people think 
that they know.” And we should take our actual beliefs as examples: tak- 
ing some belief we think to be reasonable and justified, we should ask our- 
selves whether we hold this belief because it is evidentially supported by 
other beliefs of ours, or whether it is one that is or could be reasonably held 
even if it were not supported by any other beliefs as evidence. If the latter is 
the case, we put this belief down as a basic belief, and indeed as a properly 
basic belief. Examples of the kinds of beliefs that might turn out, through 
this procedure, to be properly basic might include the following: ordinary 
perceptual beliefs (“That is a tree over there”), memory beliefs (“I had scram- 
bled eggs for breakfast”), beliefs about other people’s thoughts and feelings 
(“Mary really got angry when you said that to her”)—and there will be other 
kinds as well. And when we have carried out the procedure with a number 
of examples of different kinds, we can begin to get an overall picture of the 
kinds of beliefs that can be properly basic—that is, of the foundations of our 
structure of belief. 

So far, so good. But at this point, Plantinga has a radical suggestion to 
make: Why should the belief that God exists not be part of the foundation? 
Why should this not be one of our properly basic beliefs? The theist, after 
all, will certainly think that this belief is one that she is rationally justified 
in holding. And if she finds (as Plantinga thinks most believers in God will 
find) that it is not a belief that she holds because it is justified inferentially 
from other beliefs, then the procedure just described will lead her to consider 
it a basic, and indeed a properly basic, belief. And why not? What is wrong 
with this possibility? Is there any reason why “God exists” cannot be a prop- 
erly basic belief? And if it is properly basic, then there is no need for the theist 
to produce proofs or arguments for God’s existence, in order to be justified 
in believing in God. 

Many philosophers have found this proposal of Plantinga’s to be bold 
and even startling. It raises a great many issues and questions, only a few 
of which can be taken up here. Note, first of all, that the fact that a belief is 
properly basic in no way guarantees the truth of that belief. One who actually 
holds a particular belief in a properly basic way will think that it is true, of 
course, but then anyone who holds any belief in any way whatsoever neces- 
sarily thinks that belief is true. But it is entirely possible for a properly basic 
belief to be false. For example: You walk into a friend’s house and, because 
of what you are hearing, form the belief that someone is playing the saxo- 
phone in the next room. This is a basic belief, not inferred from other beliefs 
of yours. (You don’t say to yourself, “I am hearing something that sounds 
like a saxophone; usually, when I hear something that sounds like a saxo- 
phone, there is a saxophone nearby; therefore, what I am hearing is probably 
a saxophone.” Rather, you just hear the sounds and find yourself with the 
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belief that there is a saxophone in the next room.) Furthermore, you are quite 
familiar with saxophones and perfectly capable of recognizing a saxophone 
when you hear one. This, then, is a properly basic belief. Nevertheless, your 
belief turns out to be false: your friend is testing out his new digital stereo 
system with a recording of solo saxophone music, and the reproduction is so 
good you could not tell it from the real thing. 

In the same way, it might be true that “God exists” is a properly basic be- 
lief for some person even if God does not in fact exist. That a belief is properly 
basic for a person does not guarantee that the belief is true; that is one of the 
important differences between the strong foundationalism criticized above 
and the more moderate foundationalism embraced by Chisholm and by the 
Reformed epistemologists. (The other important difference is that moderate 
foundationalism begins by assuming the general soundness of the structure 
of knowledge and beliefs we already have; it is not a procedure by which to 
replace or radically reform that structure.) But that a belief is properly basic for 
some person does guarantee that the person is rationally justified in holding 
that belief; so if “God exists” is properly basic for you, then it is rational for 
you to believe in God. 

There is an objection to Plantinga’s procedure here that has been stated 
forcefully by Gary Gutting (b. 1942): 


How can a believer just blithely claim that it’s utterly obvious that he’s en- 
titled to believe without having any reasons for his belief? What of the fact 
that there are all sorts of honest and intelligent people who've thought a 
lot about religious belief and simply don’t see belief in God as properly 
basic? ... As philosophers, we surely have to take as clear cases only those 
that would be admitted as such by just about any rational person.” 


Gutting has also said, “Isn't it just common sense to admit that, when there 
is widespread disagreement about a claim, with apparently competent 
judges on both sides, those who assert or deny the claim need to justify their 
positions?”” 

Plantinga is well aware of this objection, and his response to it is 
illuminating: 


Criteria for proper basicality...should be...argued to and tested by a rel- 
evant set of examples. But there is no reason to assume, in advance, that 
everyone will agree on the examples. The Christian will of course sup- 
pose...that belief in God is entirely proper and rational; if he does not 
accept this belief on the basis of other propositions, he will conclude that 
it is basic for him and quite properly so. Followers of Bertrand Russell and 
Madelyn Murray O'Hair may disagree; but how is that relevant? Must my 
criteria, or those of the Christian community, conform to their examples? 
Surely not. The Christian community is responsible to its set of examples, 
not to theirs.” 


Plantinga is saying, then, that a theistic philosopher is fully justified in 
taking “God exists” to be a properly basic belief, even if others do not agree. And 
in saying this, he is in effect giving up something that has often been thought 
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of as an important goal of the philosophical enterprise. Philosophers have 
often assumed that if they hit upon the right method for approaching phil- 
osophical problems, and applied that method carefully and correctly, then 
agreement on substantive conclusions would be bound to result. Descartes’s 
Discourse on Method is a striking illustration of this assumption, but it can be 
found in many other philosophers going back at least as far as Plato (427-347 
BCE). To be sure, philosophers have for the most part been unsuccessful in 
actually bringing about this agreement they have sought. Plantinga is saying 
that it was unreasonable to expect this in the first place—that philosophers 
come to their task bringing with them deeply rooted prephilosophical com- 
mitments, and those commitments may prevent them from reaching agree- 
ment even if both sides in a dispute conduct themselves correctly in terms 
of the standards for philosophical reasoning and argument.” And on the 
other hand, if the theist makes the mistake of allowing the atheist to set the 
rules for the discussion by determining what beliefs can be properly basic, 
then we should not be surprised if the theist comes out second best. It is 
clear, then, that Plantinga is thoughtful and deliberate in his rejection of a 
“universal rationality” that can be relied on to bring philosophers to agree- 
ment despite differences in initial beliefs. But the student of Reformed epis- 
temology likewise needs to be aware of this, and to realize that giving up 
this ideal of rationality is part of the price for being a Reformed epistemolo- 
gist. (In considering this point, the reader may want to review the discussion 
of “critical rationalism” in Chapter 4, as well as the discussion of proofs as 
“person-relative” in Chapter 5.) 

This line of thought may lead to a further objection, which may be stated 
as follows: Does not this mean that just anything goes? If the theist can take 
“God exists” as properly basic, then why cannot anyone else who holds a be- 
lief, no matter how bizarre, specify that this belief is properly basic and thus 
make himself immune to criticism? So that, for instance, Linus in the Peanuts 
comic strip, who believes that the Great Pumpkin comes every Halloween to 
those who believe and who wait for him in a “sincere” pumpkin patch, may 
believe this in a properly basic way and be perfectly rational and justified in 
his belief. (This has become known to philosophers as the “Great Pumpkin 
Objection.”) 

Plantinga’s answer to this has two parts, depending on just how the ob- 
jection is taken. On the one hand, if the objector is saying that the Reformed 
epistemologist is bound to accept that the belief that the Great Pumpkin 
returns every Halloween is properly basic, then this is just wrong. Belief in 
the Great Pumpkin will not, of course, be among the Reformed epistemol- 
ogist’s “set of examples,” and there is no reason whatever to suppose that 
the Reformed epistemologist will or should come to the conclusion that this 
is a properly basic belief. Plantinga admits, to be sure, that the Reformed 
epistemologist “is committed to supposing that there is a relevant difference 
between belief in God and belief in the Great Pumpkin if he holds that the 
former but not the latter is properly basic.” But Plantinga thinks that differ- 
ences of the right sort will not be hard to find. 
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The objection, however, might be taken in another way, as claiming that 
the Great Pumpkinite himself, following Plantinga’s procedure for determining 
which beliefs are properly basic, might reasonably and properly conclude 
that his belief in the Great Pumpkin falls into this category. Philip Quinn 
(1940-2004) writes: “The difficulty is...that this is a game any number can 
play. Followers of Mohammed, followers of Buddha, and even followers of 
the Reverend Moon can join in the fun.” 

Plantinga’s reply to this is, in effect, “Sure, but what's the problem?” He 
says, “Different philosophers employing this method may arrive at different 
conclusions: true enough, but do we know of some reasonably viable phil- 
osophical method (for reaching epistemic criteria) of which this is not true? 
That’s just life in philosophy.” 

This answer brings us back to the point already made: philosophers, like 
other people, bring with them deeply held prior commitments, and these com- 
mitments may sometimes make the reaching of substantive agreement on im- 
portant philosophical questions (such as the criteria for properly basic belief) 
impossible. No doubt this is in some way regrettable, but (say the Reformed 
epistemologists) it is the way things are and there is no point in denying it. 

It is possible that by this time the reader is experiencing a certain de- 
gree of frustration. Just how is it that the belief that God exists acquires its 
status as properly basic? Obviously it is not just the fact that this is believed 
that makes it properly basic, or even that it is believed strongly, with commit- 
ment and emotional intensity. So what is it that gives the belief this status? 
It would seem we need an answer to this question, unless we are supposed . 
just to take the Reformed epistemologist’s word for it that this belief is prop- 
erly basic. 

To answer this question fully, the Reformed epistemologist would need 
to use the procedure described above, beginning with a set of examples and 
using them to develop his replacement for the discredited standard of strong 
foundationalism. But Plantinga, in his writings on Reformed epistemology, 
does not actually do this; rather, he limits himself to giving examples.” We 
can, however, learn quite a bit from looking at his examples. One important 
point, not stressed until now, is that generally, if not always, the status of a 
belief as properly basic is dependent on the conditions in which that belief is 
held. In the example discussed above, you were rational to believe, in a basic 
way, that someone was playing the saxophone in the next room. But if on 
entering the house you had heard nothing at all, or only the sound of a child 
crying, you would not have been rational to believe there was someone play- 
ing the saxophone. The justification of your belief depends crucially on the 
experiential conditions under which you believe. 

Now, how might this be applied to belief in God? In answering this, it is 
helpful to consider some examples Plantinga gives of properly basic beliefs 
about God. He writes: 

There is in us a disposition to believe propositions of the sort this flower was 


created by God or this vast and intricate universe was created by God when we 
contemplate the flower or behold the starry heavens or think about the vast 
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reaches of the universe.... Upon reading the Bible, one may be impressed 
with a deep sense that God is speaking to him. Upon having done what 
I know is cheap, or wrong, or wicked, I may feel guilty in God’s sight and 
form the belief God disapproves of what I have done. Upon confession and 
repentance I may feel forgiven, forming the belief God forgives me for what I 
have done! 


There are more examples, but these suffice to make the point. What Plantinga 
is saying, clearly, is that under certain conditions one may have an experience 
of God’s majestic wisdom in creation, or of God’s speaking to one through 
the Bible, or of God’s disapproval of one’s sins and his subsequent forgive- 
ness. And when one does have such an experience, it may be entirely appro- 
priate and rational to believe, in a basic way, the kinds of propositions cited 
in the examples above. 

A few additional points should be noted about these examples: First, in 
the examples it is not, strictly speaking, the belief that God exists that is prop- 
erly basic but rather certain other beliefs, beliefs about what God does or has 
done, and says or has said. But of course, none of those other beliefs could 
be true if God did not exist, so the difference is relatively minor. Second, 
it is important to be clear that the beliefs in the examples are all held in a 
basic way. I do not, for example, first examine the flower, then form certain 
beliefs about its structure and functioning, and then go through a process of 
reasoning (no doubt some version of the Teleological Argument) and reach 
the conclusion, on the basis of all this, that something with the design and 
function of that flower must have been created by a divine being. I might do 
that on some other occasion, of course, but in Plantinga’s example I simply 
look at the flower and see it as God’s creature—or, what amounts to the same 
thing, I see that God created it. And finally, note that the experiences cited 
in the examples are not rare and dramatic occurrences, the sort of thing that 
might happen to Moses, Mohammed, the apostle Paul, or St. Francis of Assisi 
but not to ordinary men or women. Rather, they are the kinds of experiences 
that are had by many, perhaps by most, religious believers at some time or 
other, and by some rather frequently.” 

An interesting criticism of Plantinga’s view comes from Philip Quinn. 
Quinn agrees with Plantinga to a degree: he acknowledges that many theists 
possess “non-inferential justification” for their beliefs, based on their reli- 
gious experiences. But he believes that, for most intellectually sophisticated 
adults, this justification is not sufficient to render their belief in God justified 
overall. For such theists will be aware of certain objections to belief in God, 
objections such as the problem of evil and the explanations of religious expe- 
riences as “projections” of psychological needs, as given by Freud and Marx. 
And Quinn thinks that, for most such believers, these arguments against 
theism will outweigh the justification their beliefs derive from their religious 
experiences. Accordingly, such believers are in need of an evidential case for 
God's existence—that is, some form of natural theology—if their belief in 
God is to be justified overall. So while belief in God could be properly basic, 
for most contemporary adult believers it is not properly basic.” 
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Plantinga, however, disagrees; he holds that the belief that God exists, 
and other beliefs about God, are rightly and reasonably held in a basic 
way by one who finds that she experiences God’s presence and activities. 
(Remember Simone Weil’s description of her experience at the beginning of 
this chapter!) This conclusion, if correct, is an important one, and requires 
the revision of a great deal of thinking in the philosophy of religion. It seems 
clear, furthermore, that the conclusion is one that calls for further discussion 
and investigation. For this, we turn to William P. Alston. 


ALSTON ON PERCEIVING GOD 


Already in Chapter 3 we have considered Alston’s argument for the simi- 
larity of religious experience to sense perception.” His basic thesis about 
the role of religious experience in religious knowledge is that “experiential 
awareness of God—the ‘perception of God; as I call it—can provide epi- 
stemic justification for certain kinds of beliefs about God. I call such beliefs 
‘M-beliefs’ (M’ for manifestation), beliefs to the effect that God is doing 
something vis-a-vis the subject-—strengthening, guiding, communicating 
a message, etc.—or to the effect that God has some (allegedly) perceivable 
property—goodness, power, lovingness, etc.’* Evidently this is a strong 
claim, one that has sweeping implications. Alston does not claim, to be sure, 
that religious experience is our only way of knowing about God, any more 
than sense perception is our only way of knowing about the physical world. 
(Scientific reasoning, for example, carries us to conclusions about the world 
that go far beyond those that would be justified by sense perception alone.) 
But sense perception is the essential basis for our knowledge about the phys- 
ical world, and in a somewhat similar way religious experience is the es- 
sential basis for our knowledge of God. In each case, certain “basic” beliefs 
are justified directly by the experience in question (in the case of God, the 
“M-beliefs” mentioned above), and then various reasoning processes are 
used to justify other beliefs, those that go beyond what is “perceived.” 

It is evident that a great many religious believers do in fact have experi- 
ences that indicate to them that God is relating to them in the sorts of ways 
mentioned by Alston. Among philosophers, however, there has been a strong 
inclination to think that these experiences cannot be taken at face value. At 
the very least, one would need to have independent reason to believe that God 
exists and that he might be doing some of these things, before it would be 
reasonable to believe that the experiences are what they seem to be. The 
experiences by themselves cannot bear the weight of justifying our beliefs. 

Alston thinks this is wrong—that it shows arbitrariness and prejudice 
against religious experience to say that it cannot stand on its own in justi- 
fying religious beliefs. And much of his discussion is directed to defend- 
ing this point, and to showing that if we accept sense perception as the 

basic justification for our beliefs about the physical world, then as a matter 
of fairness and reasonableness we ought to accept religious experience as 
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the justification for beliefs about God. It is important, in Alston’s view, that, 
just as for sense perception, there is a socially established practice of forming 
beliefs about God on the basis of experiential awareness of God. (Indeed, as- 
we shall see, there are several different socially established practices of this 
sort.) Alston argues that such socially established practices of belief forma- 
tion (doxastic practices, as he calls them) should be accepted as reliable until 
and unless we have evidence of their unreliability. 

It needs to be kept in mind that in saying that M-beliefs are directly justi- 
fied by religious experience (that, in Plantinga’s terminology, they are “prop- 
erly basic” beliefs), Alston is not asserting that all such beliefs are true. For 
M-beliefs as for ordinary perceptual beliefs, there can be good reasons to 
conclude that “things are not as they seem.” In certain circumstances it may 
look to me as though water is running uphill, but other things I know about 
the world keep me from accepting that as the truth. And if I tell you that (for 
example) God has ordered me to kill all Presbyterians, you will rightly dis- 
believe my “revelation” on the ground that God would not give me any such 
command as that. This situation is best described by saying that experience 
provides a prima facie justification for our beliefs,” which is to say that such 
beliefs should be accepted unless there is compelling reason to think they are false. 
And this is true both for perceptual beliefs and for M-beliefs. 

Not surprisingly, other philosophers have challenged these claims. 
Some of them have argued that religious experience is so fundamentally 
different from sense experience that it can’t be considered as “perceptual” 
experience at all. Alston, however, seems to have made out a good case for 
regarding some kinds of religious experiences as perceptual.” 

But even if this is so, it may seem that we have good reason to think that 
sense perception is more likely to be reliable than religious experience. What 
we perceive with our senses shows a great deal of consistency between dif- 
ferent observers, so long as they are not impaired in some way. Also, sense 
experience gives us a precise and detailed knowledge of physical things in 
the world, and enables us to make predictions about them with considerable 
accuracy. None of this is true of religious experience. Many people fail to 
have any such experiences. Among those who do have them, different peo- 
ple—especially people in different cultures and religions—experience God 
as having contradictory characteristics, and there is no readily apparent way 
to check out these conflicts. In particular, there is no way to make predic- 
tions that are precise enough to serve as confirmations of religious beliefs. 

Alston acknowledges the truth in these complaints, yet he maintains 
they do not undermine religious experience as a source of justification for 
M-beliefs. Rather, he argues, the differences point to ways in which our sit- 
uation with respect to God is different than our situation with respect to 
physical objects. We could not expect to have the kind of thorough, detailed 
knowledge of God we have of ordinary physical things; God is too great and. 
mysterious, too far beyond us, for that to be possible. In the same way, it is 
out of the question to suppose we should be able to predict God’s actions— 
or to run a “controlled experiment” on God. As for the fact that many people 
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seem not to have such experiences, it is in keeping with the teachings of the 
major religions that “God has decreed that a human being will be aware of 
His presence in any clear and unmistakable fashion only when certain spe- 
cial and difficult conditions are satisfied.” These conditions, of course, per- 
tain to the religious life, and those who make no effort to satisfy them have 
no reason to complain if they do not have such experiences. 

Of all these objections, it would seem that the most difficult ones for 
Alston to deal with are those that are based on the fact that persons in dif- 
ferent cultures and different religious traditions conceive of God—and, ap- 
parently, experience God—in quite different ways. One of the most striking 
differences, although by no means the only one, is the difference between 
theistic religions, where God is experienced as a personal being with whom 
one can enter into a personal relationship, and religions such as the advaita 
form of Hinduism (discussed briefly in Chapter 7), which conceive God as an 
impersonal unity and maintain that the ultimate form of religious enlight- 
enment is to experience the fact that there simply is no difference between 
oneself and God: “You are that, Shvetaketu.” 

Alston argues that, even if we cannot resolve the conflicts between dif- 
ferent faiths, a person is rational to continue in the “religious doxastic prac- 
tice” she has learned in her own religious community. He also considers 
several possible ways in which one might be able to conclude that one such 
practice is more likely than its rivals to be correct. It does seem likely that in 
doing this we will need to be involved in some kind of an appeal to evidence 
and will not be able to rest content with “basic beliefs” resting directly on 
religious experience.” Alston calls for the use of all available means to over- 
come this ambiguity: 


The knowledgeable and reflective Christian should be concerned... [and] 
should do whatever seems feasible to search for common ground on which 
to adjudicate the crucial differences between the world religions, seeking a 
way to show in a non-circular way which of the contenders is correct. What 
success will attend these efforts I do not presume to predict. Perhaps it is 
only in God’s good time that a more thorough insight into the truth behind 
these divergent perspectives will be revealed to us.” 


PLANTINGA ON WARRANT AND KNOWLEDGE 


The latest phase in the development of Reformed epistemology is found in 
some work of Alvin Plantinga; this work is consistent with the material cov- 
ered earlier in the chapter but goes beyond it. In his earlier work Plantinga 
was primarily concerned with justification—roughly, what we are “within 
our rights to believe.” And his main question was: Can believers in God 
be justified in their belief, when they hold that belief in a basic way, not on 
the basis of other things they believe? In his later work, Plantinga turns his 
attention to knowledge, and his question is: Can believers in God (specifi- 
cally, Christian believers) be truly said to know that there is a God (and other 
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important religious truths”) when they hold these beliefs in a basic way? 
Now, it is important to see that one may have a justified belief and neverthe- 
less not know that what is believed is true. For instance, you might accept an 
account of some recent event on the testimony of a source you have found 
to be generally reliable—a respected news publication, for example—but 
might later find out that the report was quite mistaken. You were justified in 
believing as you did, but you did not know that the account was true, because 
in fact it wasn’t true, and you can't know something to be true when it is ac- 
tually false. 

It is possible, furthermore, to believe something that is true and still not 
know that it is true. For instance, suppose that you are such a loyal Chicago 
Cubs fan (feel free to substitute the name of your own favorite team) that you 
genuinely believe, at the beginning of each baseball season, that the Cubs 
will be playing in the World Series. And then suppose (you have to use your 
imagination here!) that some year the Cubs actually do make it to the Series. 
Did you really know, the previous April, that the Cubs would be in the series? 
Of course not! You might say, “I knew it all along!” but the truth of the matter 
is that this was just a lucky guess. On the other hand, when you watched the 
Cubs on TV as they were winning the final game of the league champion- 
ship series, then you really did know that the Cubs would be playing in the 
World Series. . 

Now, Plantinga gives the name warrant to the key ingredient in this 
example—the factor that was missing in the spring, when you believed, 
but did not know, that the Cubs would be in the Series, but was present in 
October when you did know this. Warrant, then, is what makes the differ- 
ence between mere “true belief” and genuine knowledge. And to determine 
whether the believer can know that there is a God, Plantinga needs to inves- 
tigate the nature of warrant. 

A key element in warrant, as Plantinga sees it, is the reliability of the 
cognitive faculties by which our beliefs are produced. Beliefs that are pro- 
duced and sustained through sense perception, short-term memory, and 
careful reasoning (these are only examples) are at least good candidates 
for being warranted, whereas those produced by wishful thinking (such 
as your belief about the Cubs) are not. Furthermore, our faculties need to 
be functioning in appropriate circumstances, circumstances that are compat- 
ible with the basic design” of those faculties. For example, it is possible to 
place persons in a situation of sensory deprivation, where they are lacking 
normal sensory inputs. Under those circumstances, they are very liable to 
hallucinations of various sorts, and their normally reliable faculties become 
quite unreliable. Still further, the faculties in question need to be functioning 
properly, functioning in the way they were designed to function. If my hear- 
ing is impaired, so that I hear “bells ringing in my head,” then my belief, 
thus produced, that a bell is ringing nearby is unwarranted. (And this is so 
even if in fact there is a bell ringing in the vicinity.) And finally, the faculties 
in question, functioning under the given circumstances, must be such that, 
under those circumstances, they reliably produce true beliefs—that is, they 
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arrive at the truth at least the majority of the time. Putting all this together, 
Plantinga’s formal definition of warrant is as follows: “A belief has warrant 
for a person S only if that belief is produced in S by cognitive faculties func- 
tioning properly (subject to no dysfunction) in a cognitive environment that 
is appropriate for S’s kind of cognitive faculties, according to a design plan 
that is successfully aimed at truth.”*° 

And now we can return to Plantinga’s basic question: Can belief in God 
be warranted, when this belief is held in a basic way? And his answer to 
this is Yes. Plantinga holds that there is a component in the cognitive equip- 
ment of each one of us that is specifically designed to produce a belief in 
God, given certain “inputs” that are commonly available in our ordinary 
environment. Such inputs would include the sorts of situations mentioned 
previously—contemplating the majesty of the starry heavens, finding God 
speaking to us in the Bible, or feeling disgusted with ourselves because of 
something wrong we have done. This component in our cognitive makeup 
Plantinga calls, following John Calvin, the sensus divinitatis (“sense of di- 
vinity”). When the sensus does its work, and produces in us a belief in God, 
it is doing exactly what it is designed to do; furthermore, the sensus is relia- 
ble, since the belief that it regularly produces—namely, a belief that there is 
a God—is in fact true.*! In view of this, it can be seen that the belief in God, 
produced in this way, satisfies all the conditions for being warranted. And 
in favorable cases, where the belief is held with sufficient firmness,” the be- 
liever may be correctly said to know that there is a God. 

At this point you may be inclined to ask, “Isn't Plantinga taking too 
much for granted? In his talk about the sensus divinitatis, Plantinga is assum- 
ing that there really is a God, who has created in us this special ‘sense.’ But of 
course, whether or not God exists is one of the main thing Plantinga and his 
critics disagree about. So how can he just take that for granted?” 

This complaint is correct in pointing out that Plantinga is not entitled, 
in a philosophical discussion, simply to take it for granted that there is a 
God. And of course, Plantinga recognizes this. Accordingly, the conclusion 
he draws from his discussion is not that belief in God is warranted and con- 
stitutes knowledge for those who hold it. Instead, his conclusion is that, if 
there is a God of the sort Christians and other theists say there is, then belief 
in God is probably warranted and can constitute knowledge. For, Plantinga 
argues, if there is such a God then it is very likely that belief in God arises in 
the way he has described (or in some way that is generally similar to it), and 
if so this belief will be warranted. If, on the other hand, there is no God, then 
God has not implanted in us the sensus divinitatis, and the actual sources of 
belief are something quite different. In this case, belief in God is probably 
not warranted. 

“But,” you expostulate, “is there a God of this sort or isn’t there? That is 
the very thing we want to know, and now it looks as though Plantinga has 
given us no help at all in knowing it.” In a sense, this is correct. Plantinga 
readily admits that he has not shown that God exists, or that Christianity is 
true, and he does not have available to him any arguments that are capable 
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of convincing “all reasonable people” of these things. His purpose in writing 
was concerned with two other objectives. First, he wanted to answer those 
philosophers who argue that belief in God is irrational, unwarranted, and 
so on without undertaking to show that God does not in fact exist. (This has 
actually been a fairly common strategy in recent philosophy, as is shown by 
the “evidentialist objectors” discussed earlier in this chapter.) Against these 
philosophers, Plantinga has argued that one can show religious belief to be 
irrational and unwarranted only by showing that such belief is false; it’s not 
possible to make an “end run” around the really big question. But secondly, 
Plantinga wants to reassure those believers, and potential believers, who are 
wotried that they may be behaving irrationally if they accept belief in God 
without being able to support it by universally convincing reasons and argu- 
ments. And here his main conclusion is very much to the point: one’s belief in 
God may be justified, and warranted, and may even constitute knowledge that 
God exists, even if one has no arguments whatever in support of this belief. 

But suppose someone is genuinely undecided about the question, and 
has no idea whether to believe in God or to withhold belief? In such a case, 
Plantinga admits that good arguments for God’s existence “could be useful 
in preparing the way for faith and in leading some people closer to it.”** But 
he would also want to say that one’s search for the truth in this matter should 
not be limited to the consideration of such arguments. Instead, one would 
need to engage in a personal religious quest; one would need to study reli- 
gious (in particular, Christian) teachings, read the Scriptures, attend public 
worship, and do other things that might “open one up” to the spiritual influ- 
ences that will play a crucial role in enabling a person to believe. 

An interesting recent development in Plantinga’s thought is his advo- 
cacy of an “evolutionary argument against naturalism.” He contends that 
combining Darwinian evolution with metaphysical naturalism has the 
effect of undermining our confidence in our cognitive faculties. Given this 
combination, we no longer have reason to trust our own reasoning, which 
means that all of our beliefs are rationally undermined, including the belief 
in naturalism itself—thus, the combination of evolution and naturalism is 
self-defeating. Insofar as naturalism that incorporates Darwinian evolution 
is widely considered to be the most plausible alternative to theism, this argu- 
ment can be seen a piece of apologetics, one that provides support, albeit indi- 
rectly, for the rationality of theistic belief. With this argument Plantinga goes 
at least a small distance toward satisfying the demands of those who com- 
plain of the negative and defensive character of his apologetic for Christian 
belief.** We treat this argument in more detail in Chapter 13. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. What is your reaction to Simone Weil’s experience, and her comments on it? 
After reading her account, are you inclined to agree that she was able to know 
with certainty that God exists? 
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2. What is evidentialism, and why does evidentialism tend to be opposed to reli- 
gious belief? 


3. What is foundationalism? What is a basic belief? What is a properly basic 
belief? 


4, Explain what strong foundationalism is, and discuss the reasons that have led 
philosophers to embrace strong foundationalism. 


5. Discuss the objections to strong foundationalism as given in the text. Do these 
objections strike you as convincing? 


6. Explain the Reformed epistemologists’ reasons for saying it can be reasonable to 
believe in God even if there are no good arguments for God’s existence. 


7, Is it reasonable to say that, just as in sensory experience we perceive physical 
objects, in religious experience we perceive God? Why, or why not? 


8. How can Reformed epistemology deal with the objection that, whereas every- 
one has sensory experience of physical objects, many people do not have reli- 
gious experiences in which they perceive God? Does the answer to this objection 
strike you as satisfactory? Discuss. 


9. How can Reformed epistemologists deal with the problem of the conflicting 
ideas of God in different religions? 


10. Explain the difference between knowing something and merely having a true 
belief about something. 


11. Explain Calvin's idea of the sensus divinitatis. Does it strike you as plausible that 
human beings possess such a “sense” of God? 


12. Do you think it is possible for human beings to know (as opposed to merely be- 
lieving) that there is (or that there is not) a God? Discuss. 


13. Do you think Plantinga has made a good case that, if there is a God, it is possible 
for persons to know in a basic way (not based on evidence or arguments) that 
there is a God? 
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CHAPTER 7 


THE DIVINE ATTRIBUTES 
What Is God Like? 





“Throw this salt in the water, and sit with me on the morrow.” So he did. He 
said to him, “Well, bring me the salt that you threw in the water last night.” 
He looked for it, but could not find it as it was dissolved. 

“Well, taste the water on this side—How does it taste?” 


“Salty.” 

“Taste it in the middle—How does it taste?” 
“Salty.” 

“Taste it at the other end.—How does it taste?” 
“Salty.” 


“Take a mouthful and sit with me.” So he did. 
“Tt is always the same.” 
He said to him, “You cannot make out what exists in it, yet it is there. 
“It is this very fineness which ensouls all this world, it is the true one, 
it is the soul. You are that, Shvetaketu.” 
(Chandoya Upanishad} 


In this text from the sacred writings of India, Shvetaketu and his father are 
probing a topic of intense interest to religious people—they are considering 
the nature of God. The answer they arrive at, to state it all too simply, is that 
God is the Being that is the inner reality of everything whatever. The salt is 
imperceptible to touch or vision; nevertheless it pervades every drop of the 
water. Similarly, God—or Being, or Brahman—is imperceptible to human 
senses, yet nevertheless completely pervades all of reality, including the in- 
quirer who raises the question concerning the nature of God: “You are that, 
Shvetaketu.” 

This question concerning the nature of God will occupy us throughout 
the present chapter. We shall not, however, concern ourselves primarily with 
the specific answers found by Shvetaketu and his father, and by others in 
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the Hindu religious tradition. Rather, we shall continue our basic focus on 
the God of traditional theism? with which we already engaged in previous 
chapters. This conception of God has been projected, with some variations, 
by the vast majority of thinkers in the religions of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. However, the view of God—often termed pantheism—that is reflected 
in the opening selection from the Upanishads will not be entirely neglected; 
instead, it will be revisited at various points as a contrast and an alternative 
to classical theism. Also, from time to time, we shall explain and comment 
on another conception of God that has been somewhat popular in some 
Christian and Jewish circles for several decades, a view known as process 
theism.° 

At this point, however, a question may be occurring to the reader: Why 
are we inquiring into the nature of God after we have already explored major 
arguments for and against God's existence? Would it not make sense first to 
get a clear idea of the nature of God—God's chief attributes or character- 
istics—and then inquire as to whether there is any such being God? The 
natural reply is that it is entirely appropriate to discuss God's nature before 
exploring God’s existence. Many of us are familiar with the poem by Lewis 
Carroll entitled “The Hunting of the Snark,” the point of which is that it 
makes little sense to ask whether there really are snarks until we know what 
a snark is. But Carroll never tells us clearly what sort of creature a snark is 
supposed to be. So, if we are similarly “in the dark” as to God's nature, what 
meaning can we attach to the question whether God exists or not? 

However, for our purposes, the reason why we have already addressed 
the question of God’s existence is that we do have an idea of what God is like, 
and when we ask whether God exists it is that kind of being whose existence 
is being asked about. Many readers of this book will have a background of 
familiarity with at least one or some of the theistic religious traditions— 
and the concept of God’s nature these readers will be presupposing is one 
that is at least fairly close to the traditional theistic concept we have been 
employing in previous chapters. In this chapter, however, we will study the 
theistic concept of God in much more technical detail. Having had enough 
of an idea of God to discuss claims for his existence in Chapters 5 and 6, we 
are now pausing and attempting to become extremely clear about God's na- 
ture before we proceed with other issues in philosophy of religion. After all, 
the cosmological argument, for example, suggests a being of great power, 
which requires a more detailed analysis of the theistic concept of omnipo- 
tence. And the problem of evil, as we shall see, poses a serious challenge to 
the concept of divine goodness, making it important to give that traditional 
attribute close scrutiny. 

This chapter, then, is not concerned with the claim or assertion that there 
really is an ultimate being, called God, with the various specific character- 
istics. Instead, here we look into the complex concept of the ultimate divine 
being upon which theism is based. The questions we will be asking are of 
two kinds. The first kind of question is for factual clarification: What is the 
conception of God’s nature held by traditional theism (and, from time to time, 
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the conceptions held by pantheism and by process theism)? The second kind | 
of question regards the logical quality of the conception of God: Is this concep- 
tion one that is coherent and consistent? If we should find that a certain idea 
of God suffers from irreconcilable internal contradictions, then we would 
know with regard to that conception there could be no instance of it in reality: 
A “God” whose nature can be stated only in contradictions cannot possibly 
exist, and to suppose that there is such a God as that is nonsense.‘ For the 
very same reason, there cannot be an instance in reality of the concept of 
a square circle-—that it, of a geometrical plane figure that is simultaneously 
and in the same sense both square and not square, circular and not. 

How will we arrive at the characteristics we attribute to God? In part, 
the question is one of history and tradition: the attributes considered here 
are some of those that in fact have been ascribed to God by theistic thinkers. 
Many such thinkers, however, would assert that there is more to it than this; 
they would claim that the theistic concept of God possesses an internal unity 
and coherence that goes far beyond any list of characteristics that merely hap- 
pen to be ascribed to God in a certain tradition. And an important source of 
this unity and coherence lies in the attributes considered in the next section. 


PERFECT AND WORTHY OF WORSHIP 


As we develop our conception of God, it would be foolish to overlook the 
fact that, above all, God is a being who is the object of worship. In the theistic 
traditions generally, God’s “worshipability” is of primary religious impor- 
tance, so that a conception of God that is lacking at this point is unacceptable 
regardless of other merits it may possess. Whatever else may be true of God, 
it must at least be said that God is worthy of worship. 

Now, what sort of God is required, if this God is to be worthy of our 
worship? The attitude or activity of worship is no doubt complex and dif- 
ficult to describe completely and accurately. But there can be little doubt 
that a fully developed concept of worship would involve total devotion of the 
worshiper to the one worshiped. In worship we totally dedicate ourselves to 
God; we place ourselves at God’s disposal, completely and without condi- 
tions. Any hint of “bargaining” with God, any mental reservation by which, 
however subtly, we “keep our options open” with respect to a possible shift 
of allegiance, detracts severely from the complete commitment that worship 
properly requires of the believer. 

The question posed above can be rephrased more precisely: What must 
be true of God in order to make it appropriate to give such unreserved devo- 
tion—in order, that is, for God to be “worthy of worship”? Theistic traditions 
assert that God must be the greatest of all beings. How could it be reasonable, or 
even plausible, to offer to God such total devotion if there exist other beings 
equally or even more worthy of our adulation, obedience, and so on? Under 
such circumstances as these, the response of a reasonable person would 
seem to be that God might, indeed, be entitled to a measure of honor and 








138 Reason and Religious Belief 


obedience because of his superiority to all others in the immediate vicin- 
ity—but not unreserved trust and honor and obedience, not total devotion. 
One would give to God his due, while keeping in mind the possibility that 
someone else might appear to whom even more was due. God would merit 
respect, honor, and a degree of obedience—but not worship. 

God, then, must be the greatest of all beings. But we can go further than 
this. Suppose it is plain to us that, although God is in fact the greatest of all 
beings, it is entirely possible that there should have been a being superior to 
God in one or several ways. Would this not inevitably detract from the un- 
reserved devotion required for worship? Although God is the greatest of all 
beings and nothing else in existence could supplant him in our esteem, there 
could have been some other being able to rival or even excel the God whom 
we worship. With this in mind, would not our worship be affected, as we 
occasionally find ourselves with a touch of regret for the greater things that 
might have been?” 

In this context, we are ready to appreciate the point of a definition of 
God offered by the great medieval Christian thinker Anselm (1033-1109). 
Addressing God, he said “We believe that thou art a being than which noth- 
ing greater can be conceived.” He was saying, in effect, that God is so great 
that no being is conceivable that would surpass God in any way. God, in other 
words, is the absolutely perfect being. Not only is there in fact no other being 
equal or superior to God, but there cannot be any such being, for God con- 
tains in himself all possible perfection and excellence. 

- This conception of God, as the absolutely perfect being, is one that, upon 
reflection, many religious persons have found to be deeply satisfying. As 
we have just seen, it is plausibly thought to be implied by the very idea of 
worship’—and it lays the foundation for a conception of God that it is very 
hard to challenge as inadequate. 

“Perfect-being theology” (or “Anselmian” theology, as it is also called’) 
can then be seen as a “binding thread” that ties together and unifies the dis- 
cussion of the various attributes ascribed to God by traditional theism? Can 
we go even further and say (as Anselm himself seems to say) that the notion 
of God as the perfect being gives us all the guidance we need in setting forth 
the divine attributes, so that our whole conception of God can be, as it were, 
woven in its entirety from this single thread? 

Probably not, and this is for several reasons. For one thing, although 
the idea of God as the perfect being has strong intuitive appeal, different 
theologians, even from the same religious tradition, have not always agreed 
on which conception of God's attributes has the effect of portraying God 
as “more perfect” than another. For example, it seemed clear to Anselm, as 
to Augustine (354-430) and most other ancient and medieval theologians, 
that to be perfect God must be impassible—that is, God must be incapable of 
emotion, and in particular incapable of feeling any sorrow or suffering as 
a result of the afflictions of his creatures. God is not able to be affected by 
things outside himself. Since suffering is negative, a harm to the being that 
undergoes it, a perfect being must be incapable of suffering. More recently, 
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however, many theologians have rebelled against the notion of an “impas- 
sible” God, insisting that God’s perfection, and in particular his attributes of 
love and sympathy, positively require that God be capable of suffering along 
with his creatures. Clearly, we have here a major disagreement, and one that 
will not readily be settled by further discussions about the meaning of “per- 
fect” as applied to God. 

We should also realize that in setting forth God’s attributes we cannot 
possibly ignore the religious and theological tradition within which any 
given theology operates. If, for instance, one were to offer to the Jewish re- 
ligious community a conception of God that varies radically from the one 
found in the Hebrew Bible and in Jewish tradition, that conception would 
not be warmly received, no matter how plausible a case one could make for 
the “perfection” of God so conceived. An interesting historical example of 
this is the philosopher Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677). Born a Jew, he was 
excommunicated from the synagogue for his “heretical” conception of God, 
which was in fact closer to pantheism than to traditional Jewish theism. As 
we have noted, intuitions about perfection may vary, and a philosopher of 
religion who is seeking to apply that notion would do well to pay attention to 
the conception of God that actual religious communities have found to best 
represent perfection and worshipfulness. 

A further consideration that must guide our application of the notion of 
divine perfection is that of logical consistency and coherence. As was already 
noted, any conception of God that is supposed to represent an actual being 
must at least meet the requirement of logical consistency. That is, it must be 
a description that does not contain an internal contradiction, for a state of 
affairs described by a contradiction simply cannot be, cannot have an in- 
stance in existence. To be sure, a set of divine attributes that are logically 
inconsistent could not possibly be part of the description of a perfect being; 
thus, this criterion may already be included in the very idea of “perfect 
being” theology. But while this reasoning may be valid, it is also true that 
humans can be quite ingenious in imagining and ascribing to God seem- 
ingly marvelous characteristics that in fact are logically inconsistent. It is im- 
portant, then, to carefully investigate the logical consistency of the various 
attributes we wish to ascribe to God. 

Admittedly, some within the theistic tradition have expressed the opin- 
ion that God is “above logic” and cannot be bound by the laws of logic; but 
those who abandon logic and are willing to speak of God in contradictions 
have departed from the arena of rational discussion. In the Western world, 
there has been little more to say regarding this opinion except that it is naive 
about the status of logic and its relation to truth and reality. In some Eastern. 
religious traditions—such as Hinduism—the relation of the divine to the 
laws of logic is quite different. As the excerpt from the Upanishads at the 
beginning of this chapter tries to show, the Ultimate Being, or Brahman, is 
thought to somehow contain and to permeate everything else in the sen- 
sible world. But the world contains opposing and contradictory elements. 
Good and evil would begin the list of opposing elements. And yet Brahman 
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includes all such oppositions. We cannot pursue this fascinating topic but 
suggest it for further study.” 


NECESSARY AND SELF-EXISTENT 


We begin with a pair of attributes that at first may seem quite abstract and 
difficult to grasp; yet they are important for accenting the fundamental dif- 
ference, according to traditional theism, between God and everything else 
whatsoever. First of all, there is the attribute of self-existence. We are familiar 
with the idea that many things—especially living creatures of all kinds— 
take energy and often effort simply to remain in existence. We ourselves 
live our lives “from within,” and when the inner vitality needed to do this 
becomes weak we feel that our own existence is imperiled and insecure. 
Additionally, we depend on external beings and circumstances in various 
ways for our existence. Other beings brought us into existence, and we de- 
pend on food, water, air, and so on to sustain us in existence. And we are all 
too aware of various things that might damage or destroy our existence; ina 
sense, then, we are dependent on the nonoccurrence of these sorts of things 
for our continued life and well-being. 

Now, consider the idea of a being that is not dependent on other things 
in any of these ways. It owes nothing to any other being for its origin or 
sustenance, and it is entirely incapable of being threatened, harmed, or 
destroyed by anything else whatsoever. Such an entity would exist wholly 
“from within,” entirely “on its own steam.” It would be, in a word, self- 
existent. Among medieval Western thinkers, the term for this property was 
aseity. . 

Now we introduce two additional terms: necessary and contingent. To say 
something is contingent is to say that it depends on things or circumstances 
other than itself: contingency plans are plans for what may or may not be 
done, depending on other things that may or may not happen. If on the other 
hand a being is not contingent in any way and it will exist regardless of any- 
thing that may happen to other things or circumstances, then its existence 
is inevitable, inescapable. In other words, it is a necessary being, a being that 
depends on nothing but itself, and, given that it exists, its nonexistence, either in the 
past or in the future, is absolutely impossible. 

It is very clear that God, as conceived by traditional theism, is a neces- 
sary and self-existent being in the senses just explained. God is eternal; no 
other being is relevant to his coming into existence, since he never in fact 
came into existence, and nothing whatever can in any way threaten or en- 
danger God’s existence. It is, then, simply impossible, if God exists, that God 
could not exist. We further note that God’s necessity and self-existence are 
essential elements in his perfection; it seems clear that God is greater if he 
depends on nothing outside himself than if he were so dependent. 

These characteristics of necessity and self-existence fundamentally distin- 
guish God from all other things in existence. In particular, there is nothing in 
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the natural world, the world revealed to us by the sciences, about which it is at 
all plausible to say that it is necessary and self-existent. All the familiar things 
of everyday life—people and animals, cars and houses, trees and mountains, 
stars and galaxies—come into being and pass away, and are clearly contingent 
beings. Even the fundamental constituents of matter—the so-called “elemen- 
tary particles’—are not immutable but form, disappear, and are changed into 
others, as attested by high-energy physics. According to the Big Bang theory 
(now a consensus view among cosmologists), it seems that the very matter- 
energy of the universe itself had an origin. So, if there is anything at all other 
than God that is necessary and self-existent, we have no idea what it might be 
and no reason to suppose that anything of the sort exists at all. 

In Chapter 13, we do consider scientist Stephen Hawking’s attempt to 
theorize about how the universe created itself—in effect, taking the role of 
the necessary and self-existent being. But there is strong question regarding 
whether Hawking understands the philosophical principles involved in the 
discussion here. His effort seems to miss the ontologically contingent char- 
acter which the universe seems to have to a great many thinkers. Instead of 
considering the natural universe as a contingent being, Hawking proposes 
that the universe has “ontological necessity”—that is, that it is a being which 
carries its existence in itself. This allegedly scientific position reflects an 
implicit philosophical naturalism, but at least it accepts the obvious point: 
there must be a necessary being. Much of the historical debate over theism 
in Western culture comes down to what necessary being is the fundamental 
reality in one’s worldview: God or nature. 

Continuing with this deeper reflection on the meaning of necessity, 
we must also acknowledge that there is yet another, even stronger, sense in 
which something may be said to be “necessary.” Some propositions are said 
to be logically necessary, meaning that it is logically impossible that they be 
false; the falsehood of such a proposition would in some way involve a con- 
tradiction. (For example, it would involve a contradiction to deny that “Every 
triangle has three angles”; this is a logically necessary proposition.) Continuing 
this thought, we can say that a logically necessary being would be a being 
whose existence is logically necessary—in other words, one whose nonex- 
istence would be contradictory and therefore logically impossible. The alert 
reader will rightly suspect that deep reflection is possible regarding the rela- 
tionship of ontological necessity and logical necessity, but we cannot pursue 
this matter in detail. Of course, we must keep these two types of necessity 
distinct from what some philosophers of science call causal necessity. This is 
the ability of any given natural object (with certain properties and powers) 
to bring about its usual effects under standard conditions. But of course the 
very existence of the object in question could itself be contingent. 

So, should God be understood as a logically necessary being? This ques- 
tion is deeply controversial. A good many theistic philosophers and theo- 
logians have asserted that God's existence is logically necessary, but others 
have disagreed. On the face of it, “God exists” does not seem to be a logically 
necessary truth, and the proposition “There is no God” does not seem, at 


142 Reason and Religious Belief 


first glance, to be logically contradictory. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) has per- 
suaded many philosophers with his argument that no proposition asserting 
the existence of something can be logically necessary. (Thus, “Every triangle 
has three angles” is necessary, but “A triangle exists” is not necessary.) But 
Kant’s arguments, while impressive, have been strongly disputed, especially 
in recent years.” And we should not allow simple examples to mislead us 
into thinking that it is always easy to determine whether a given proposition 
is either logically necessary or self-contradictory. Mathematics, for example, 
contains a great many necessary propositions whose necessity and truth are 
far from obvious—and some mathematical statements have resisted even the 
most intensive efforts of mathematicians to determine whether or not they 
are necessarily true. Of course, our treatment of the ontological argument in 
Chapter 5 addressed the question of the logical necessity of God’s existence, 
but we stress it here as well because of its importance to the discussion of 
very concept of the theistic deity.” 


PERSONAL AND FREE CREATOR 


We now turn to some attributes that are more familiar to ordinary religious 
people who are not aware of the technicalities we have been discussing. It is 
common to say that God is a personal being. Yet to say that God is personal is 
to say at least the following things: God has knowledge and awareness; God per- 
forms actions; God is free in the actions he performs; and God can enter into rela- 
tionships with persons other than himself. These requirements seem minimal 
because a God lacking in any of them would seem not to be fully personal; 
on the other hand, if God does meet these requirements then it would seem 
appropriate to describe God as “personal” even though there may be many 
respects in which God is very different from the human persons we know.” 

From the standpoint of theism it seems evident that personality— 
or, perhaps better, personhood—should be considered as a perfection of 
God. Many of the finest things we know—love, intelligence, creativity, and 
moral goodness, for example—are attributes exclusively of persons, and if 
God were not personal he would be debarred from possessing any of these 
excellences. There is also the extremely important point that many theists 
conceive of worship and the religious life generally in terms of a personal re- 
lationship with God; thus if God were not a personal being, their entire idea 
of the religious life would collapse. 

To transition to another key attribute, the God of traditional theism is 
also the creator of all things other than himself. The idea of creation is im- 
portant in all the theistic faiths, and it seems essential to the idea of an abso- 
lutely perfect being that, if there are beings other than God in existence, God 
should be their creator. God’s status as creator ensures his superiority, mas- 
tery, and ownership over all the things he has created in a way that could 
hardly be done otherwise. Furthermore, God is said to have created “out 
of nothing” (Latin, ex nihilo). This is not to be understood as if “nothing” 
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were the name of some sort of mysterious “stuff” out of which God created 
the universe. Instead, to say that creation is out of nothing means that there 
was no material out of which God created; rather, all things other than God 
exist solely because he wills them to exist and have no other basis at all for 
their existence. Creation out of nothing contrasts with, and is superior to, 
two other modes in which the production of things might be imagined. It is 
superior to production from preexisting materials because in the latter case 
God’s act of creating would be dependent upon, and probably to some ex- 
tent limited by, the materials he had to work with. (There would also be the 
question of how to account for the existence of those other materials along- 
side God's existence.) It is also superior to creation ex Deo, “out of God's own 
being,” because this would tend to compromise the absolute distinction be- 
tween creator and creature that is the hallmark of theistic metaphysics. 

The God of classical theism is not only the creator but also the sustainer 
of finite things. This is to say that created things are totally dependent on God 
for their existence from moment to moment. A dramatic but not inaccurate way 
of putting the point is to say that, were God for a single instant to completely 
forget about his creation, in that instant the entire creation would collapse into 
nothingness. This emphasizes the inveterate principle that dependent beings 
must rely on a nondependent being. 

Continuing this description of God, another of his attributes is freedom. 
God enjoys freedom in creating, sustaining, and governing the world. To say 
that God is free means that God cannot be forced, constrained, or controlled 
by anything outside of himself. Unlike creatures, God has no need to adjust 
himself to an environment; rather, all environments exist only in virtue of 
his creating and sustaining activity. Moreover, God has the freedom to choose 
what sort of world to create and how to dispose of that world. To be sure, given 
God's essential goodness, it is impossible that God should choose anything 
that conflicts with that goodness. But this still leaves God with a very wide 
range of possibilities, among which he chooses the ones he will bring about. 
Indeed, it has generally been held that God was perfectly free either to create 
a world or to refrain from creating; prior to creation, there were no creatures to 
whom the “right to exist” was owed, nor would the goodness of creation “add 
to” the greatness and goodness of God in such a way that creating was for him 
necessary and inevitable. So, the decision to create was itself a free and gen- 
erous choice on God's part. 

The attributes considered to this point reveal to us a conception of God 
as vastly different from anything and everything other than God. God is 
the perfect and unique necessary, self-existent being, the free creator and 
sustainer of all other beings. The most fundamental division in all of reality 
is the division between God and everything else, between God and every- 
thing he has made. The details of the processes by which God “makes” or 
“creates” everything else are not to the point here. The Big Bang and evo- 
lution, for example, may be treated by theists, including Christian theists, 
as possible mechanisms through which God originated the universe and 
allowed it to develop, as discussed in Chapter 13. The essential point here 
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is the ontological distinction between God and everything else. We should 
also note that God's infinite greatness and perfection have implications for 
the realm of values: it is said by some theistic thinkers that God plus every- 
thing else that exists is no greater than God existing by himself; this is vig- 
orously disputed by other theistic thinkers. It also has implications for the 
language in which we describe God; as we shall see in Chapter 12, ordinary 
language has to be stretched, often to be used in unfamiliar ways, if we are 
to use it to describe this unique being.” 

We can grasp certain aspects of the attributes traditionally assigned to the 
God of theism by contrasting them with two alternative conceptions of deity: 
pantheism and process theism. First, the attributes discussed above sharply 
distinguish the theistic God from God as conceived in pantheism. To under- 
stand this, consider briefly an especially interesting form of pantheism, the 
advaita vedanta of the Hindu thinker Shankara (788~820).'6 Shankara rejects an 
understanding of the divine as personal, although there are many other tradi- 
tions within Hinduism, including those that see the divine as a personal deity. 
According to Shankara, the sole and ultimate reality is Brahman, which is 
wholly nonempirical, entirely beyond ordinary human experience, although 
its existence and nature can be grasped intuitively through yogic meditation. 
On this view, Brahman in fact has no qualities and therefore cannot be catego- 
rized or described. Rational thought and language are secondary at best. Of 
course, ordinary experience indicates to us that both the world of nature and 
individual human personalities exist as independent realities with their own 
specific attributes. For Shankara, however, our ordinary experience must be 
viewed as we view dream experiences: within the dream, we cannot help but 
consider the objects of the dream experiences as real, but once we awaken this 
is seen to have been an illusion. Similarly, in our ordinary state of ignorance 
we cannot help regarding the objects and persons of everyday life as real and 
independent. However, from the higher, enlightened religious standpoint, all 
of this—both the persons and objects of which we are aware and even our 
own personal existence!—is seen to be illusory. This “ignorance” is the prin- 
cipal obstacle that must be overcome to reach true spiritual illumination. 

Brahman, then, is not personal; rather, it is the ultimate impersonal (or 
nonpersonal) “true being” that is the reality behind all the illusory appear- 
ances of the world. Other versions of pantheism describe the situation some- 
what differently, but for none of them is God the creator, for creation implies 
a distinction between God and the universe that is alien to Shankara's ver- 
sion of Hindu pantheism: advaita actually means nondual. So, there is no du- 
alism or ontological divide between the divine and the world. Furthermore, 
an impersonal “being” cannot act and therefore cannot be free in its actions; 
rather, it simply and changelessly is. 

Now, thinkers in process theism generally claim that God is “personal,” 
as do traditional theists. This claim has been debated because process theists 
often speak of God as a “principle’—a principle that involves both a crea- 
tivity that selects from among possibilities and conservation of all that actu- 
ally happens. We cannot expound this view here but invite you to follow the 
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other discussions of process theism in Chapters 8, 9, and 13. The important 
point here is that process theism understands the relationship between God 
and the universe considerably differently from the way traditional theism 
does. Process theism rejects both the idea of creation ex nihilo and the radical 
distinction between God and the world posited by traditional theism. Charles 
Hartshorne, a foundational process thinker, stated that God’s relation to the 
world is best expressed by saying that the world is God’s body, through which 
he lives his life as we live our lives through our bodies. This means that 
God and the universe are not wholly distinct from each other, as for classical 
theism; rather, all finite things, including humans, are in a sense included 
in God’s own being. Such a perspective is typically labeled panentheism. 
Perhaps the best way of conceiving this is to imagine that each individual 
cell in a human body is possessed of its own consciousness and awareness, 
however limited, of what is happening to it and is going on around it. Then 
imagine that these individual “cell-consciousnesses” are, as it were, caught 
up and included in the unified consciousness that is the “mind” of the entire 
body, a larger consciousness that both transcends and includes each one of 
them. In some such way as this, each of us is a “cell” in the body of God, and 
because of this, God is able literally to share, in a most intimate way, in all of 
our experiences, our joys and our sorrows. In the words of A. N. Whitehead 
(1861-1947), the philosopher whose works inspired process theism, “God is 
the great companion—the fellow-sufferer who understands.”” 

All of this means that process theism looks at the relationship between 
God and the universe very differently from the way traditional theism does. 
In traditional theism, there is a one-sided dependence of the universe upon 
God; God bestows the gift of finite, contingent being upon all else. However, 
in process theism the God—world relationship is better described as one of 
interdependence and mutuality. Whitehead went so far as to say, “It is as true 
to say that God transcends the World, as that the World transcends God. It: 
is as true to say that God creates the World, as that the World creates God.”® 
Since God needs his body through which to live, even as we need our bod- 
ies, it must be concluded that God can never be without a body—that is, without 
a universe. That does not necessarily mean that the present universe is, like 
God, without beginning and without end, although this is a possibility. But 
if, as scientific evidence seems to suggest, our present physical universe had 
a beginning in time, we may be assured that before it there was another uni- 
verse, or perhaps an endless series of universes, so that God has never been 
without a body—without a world. 


ALL-POWERFUL, ALL-KNOWING, AND PERFECTLY GOOD 


God is all-powerful, or omnipotent; he is all-knowing, or omniscient; and he is 
perfectly morally good. All of these attributes are fundamental to the theistic 
view of God, and each of them involves difficulties in understanding and 
formulation. 
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To start, consider a natural way to understand God’s omnipotence: it 
is simply to say that God has the power to do anything whatever. But this 
statement quickly runs into difficulties. Can God create a square circle, or 
cause it to be true that 1 + 2 = 17? At least since the time of Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274), it has been recognized that the exercise of God’s power must be 
limited to what is logically possible.” It is only objects the description of which 
is logically self-contradictory that cannot exist at all. As we explained earlier, 
the expression square circle is one that could not possibly apply (correctly) 
to anything, and so the fact that God cannot make one implies no defect in 
God’s power. Other limitations on what God can do stem from God’s own 
nature: God cannot do things that require embodiment (such as climbing 
Mount Everest) or that imply limitations (such as, for instance, forgetting 
something). Perhaps more significant, it is generally held that God cannot 
do things that imply a moral fault, such as breaking one of his promises. 
There is also a need to refer to the time at which God would be acting. Before 
July 4, 1776, it was possible for God to prevent the signing of the American 
Declaration of Independence, but preventing this is no longer in God's 
power, since the event has already occurred. In view of such considerations 
as these, we may say that God’s omnipotence means that at a given time God 
can perform any action the performance of which is logically consistent, consistent 
with the past up until that time, and consistent with God’s own nature.” 

Philosophers have devised a great many puzzles with which to test 
definitions of omnipotence; one of the most intriguing is the “paradox of 
the stone.” Consider the following question: Can God create a stone that he 
cannot lift? If he cannot, there is something he cannot do, and he is not om- 
nipotent. (It is obvious that making something one is unable to lift is a logi- 
cally possible thing to do—home builders, for example, do this all the time.) 
Suppose, on the other hand, that God can create a stone he cannot lift. So far, 
so good, but now there is another task that God cannot perform—namely, to 
lift the stone in question! So either way, God is not omnipotent. (Since there 
is great value at this point in the reader's attempt to wrestle with this puzzle, 
we relegate the solution to an endnote.”) 

The most immediately obvious way of expressing God’s omniscience is to 
say that God knows everything—or better (since only true propositions can 
be known), that God knows all true propositions. A difficulty arises, how- 
ever, in that it seems there are propositions that are true at some times but 
not at others. Consider the proposition “Amber was married last Sunday.” 
Assuming that Amber does indeed marry on a Sunday, this proposition is 
true for exactly one week, from midnight on the Sunday of the wedding to 
Sunday midnight one week later. God, presumably, knows this proposition 
for exactly as long as the proposition itself is true—although to be sure, he 
would know after the time period in question that this proposition had been 
true during that period.” In view of this, we can modify our definition to say 
that at any time God knows all the propositions that are true at that time. 

But do we also need a clause, similar to the one in the definition of 
omnipotence, excluding true propositions that are such that it is logically 
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impossible that God should know them? Are there any true propositions of 
this sort? One possible candidate consists of propositions about decisions 
God himself is going to make. It seems likely that it is not possible for any- 
one, including God, to be in the process of making a decision and also, while 
making it, already to know what the decision will be. So if God does make 
decisions (as theism says he does), there may be truths God logically cannot 
know while he is making those decisions. To be sure, it might be held that 
God does not decide things in time, but rather, in some peculiar way, before 
time or outside of time. However, if this is true, it does not entirely blunt the 
force of the point being made: there would still be an “aspect” of God’s life, 
even if not a period of time, in which he must operate without knowledge of 
certain true propositions. (Other candidates for true propositions that God 
logically cannot know will be discussed in Chapter 8.) 

There is one further point to be made before we present our full defini- 
tion of omniscience. We humans not only know things, we also believe things; 
some of the latter are true, and others are false. Now, it may be that God has 
no beliefs over and above his knowledge, and certainly he holds no false 
beliefs. But then our definition of omniscience needs to be crafted so as to 
explicitly exclude God’s holding false beliefs. 

With these considerations in mind, we can define God’s omniscience as 
follows: At any time, God knows all propositions that are true at that time and are 
such that God’s knowing them at that time is logically possible, and God never believes 
anything that is false. The most controversial element in this definition is the 
clause stating that God knows only what it is logically possible for him to 
know. But in principle this really should not cause any difficulty: if there are 
no truths it is logically impossible for God to know, then the clause in question 
will exclude nothing from God’s knowledge, but that does not mean that the 
definition is incorrect or inadequate. It should be noted that the present treat- 
ment of the divine attributes is a survey of the typical and prominent lines of 
discussion available in the philosophical literature, including those related to 
omniscience. Inevitably, discussions of omniscience involve at least implicit 
understandings of God’s relation to time, which themselves are quite contro- 
versial. Alternative understandings are described briefly in the next section. 

It is a matter of consensus among theists that God is perfectly morally 
good. Whatever character traits, principles of action, and so on it may take 
to qualify a being as morally perfect must definitely be held to characterize 
God. What needs to be clarified here mainly involves two things: What is the 
content of perfect moral goodness? And, what is the relation between moral 
goodness and God? 

The specific content of moral goodness—whether, for instance, love is 
more important as a divine attribute than holiness and justice, or the reverse, 
or whether they are all equally important—is something theists find it hard 
to agree about. One’s answers to these kinds of questions are apt to depend 
in important ways on particular theological views about the ways in which 
God acts and deals with people, and so these matters are perhaps best left 
to be dealt with within the various theological traditions. In what follows 
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we shall speak generally of God's “goodness,” “love,” “justice,” and the like, 
without claiming to specify exactly what each of these means or how they 
are related to each other.” 

With regard to the relation between goodness and God, an initial question 
is whether God is capable of acting contrary to moral goodness. A few phi- 
losophers have thought that, in order for God to be morally praiseworthy, he 
must be capable of doing evil, even though he never in fact does so.“ The vast 
majority of theistic thinkers, however, have held that God is essentially morally 
perfect—that his very nature is such that it is impossible for him to act in a way 
that is morally wrong. This view was anticipated in our discussion of omnipo- 
tence, when we assumed that God is incapable of breaking one of his promises. 

Another question about the relation between goodness and God con- 
cerns the source of the standard of moral goodness. Does there exist, inde- 
pendently of God, a standard of goodness to which God, like all other 
persons, is morally obligated to conform? Or, on the other hand, do moral 
good and evil owe their existence entirely to the will and command of God? 
Or is there some further possibility for the relation between God and the 
standard of moral goodness? For the time being, we defer engaging this 
question until Chapter 15. 

Interestingly, none of the attributes discussed in this section can prop- 
erly apply to God as conceived in pantheism. The pantheistic God can, to 
be sure, be said to possess “all power” and “all knowledge,” since whatever 
power and knowledge there may be are, by definition, its power and knowl- 
edge; it is the ultimate substance, the “inner soul,” of everything that exists. 
But the pantheistic God possesses no individual mind that would enable it ei- 
ther to know or to act as we understand these notions. According to Spinoza, 
“Neither intellect nor will pertain to God’s nature,” and if we were to attribute 
intellect and will to God, they “would have nothing in common with [human 
intellect and will] but the name; there would be about as much correspond- 
ence between the two as there is between the Dog, the heavenly constella- 
tion, and a dog, an animal that barks.” Perhaps the most striking point to 
be made, however, is that the God of pantheism cannot distinguish between good 
and evil. All actions performed in the universe are equally manifestations of 
the power of God; the notion that some of these actions are in an ultimate 
sense “good” and others “evil” must in the end be dismissed as an illusion. 
God—that is, Brahman—contains everything, including both good and evil. 
Pantheists may be, and often are, extremely upright and scrupulous in their 
personal ethics, but in the ultimate perspective good and evil—or, what we 
call good and evil—are transcended. This makes for a sharp contrast between 
the pantheistic God and the God of theism, who is unambiguously for good 
and against evil, who works toward good and combats evil, and who calls 
human beings into this moral struggle. 

There is no reason why the God of process theism need be greatly differ- 
ent from the God of traditional theism with respect to knowledge and good- 
ness. However, process theism has a very different perspective on divine 
power, as accented in the title of a book by Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000): 
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Omnipotence and Other Theological Mistakes.” Why is omnipotence a mistake? 
Because traditional theism depicts God as having the power to impose his 
will unilaterally on things and persons in his creation, as exercising coercive 
power over them. Process theism, on the other hand, maintains that God's 
power can never be coercive, but must always be persuasive. God does not have 
the power to unilaterally impose his will on nature—thus, the process God 
performs no miracles. Furthermore, he is not able to compel human beings to 
do his will—rather, he attracts them, or “lures” them, as Whitehead says, by 
holding before their minds the highest and best possibilities to which they 
can attain by voluntarily complying with his intentions. 

Traditional theists typically see this as greatly diminishing the power 
and greatness of God—as making God distinctly less “worthy of worship” 
than if he were omnipotent. The reply to this is that, because of the inherent 
moral superiority of persuasive over coercive power, God’s greatness is en- 
hanced, not diminished, by his inability to use coercive power. However that 
may be, it is clear that this stance places process theism sharply in conflict 
with the theological traditions of all the theistic faiths, all of which clearly 
portray God as capable of exercising both persuasive and coercive power.” 


GOD ETERNAL—TIMELESS OR EVERLASTING: 


That God is eternal is a common conviction among theists. But how is this to 
be understood? The most straightforward and readily understandable way 
to interpret God's eternity is simply to say that God always has existed and 
always will exist. God, then, exists through time like other persons and things, 
but unlike the others, his existence has neither beginning nor end. In a word, 
God is everlasting. 

Some philosophers and theologians, however, have found this to be an 
inadequate interpretation of God’s eternity. They have said, rather, that God 
is timeless, outside of time altogether. God, on this view, does not experience the 
world moment by moment as we finite persons do; rather, he experiences 
the world’s history all at once, in a total simultaneous present. For God, they 
say, there is neither past, nor present, nor future; God simply is. And all of 
time is present to God, all at once and changelessly, in his eternal present. 
Augustine put it like this: 


Nor dost Thou by time, precede time: else shouldest Thou not precede all 
times. But Thou precedest all things past, by the sublimity of an ever-pres- 
ent eternity; and surpassest all future because they are future, and when 
they come, they shall be past; but Thou art the Same, and Thy years fail 
not. Thy years neither come nor go; whereas ours both come and go, that 
they all may come. Thy years stand together, because they do stand; nor are 
departing thrust out by coming years, for they pass not away; but ours shall 
all be, when they shall no more be. Thy years are one day; and Thy day is 
not daily, but To-day, seeing Thy To-day gives not place unto to-morrow, for 
neither doth it replace yesterday. Thy To-day, is Eternity...” 
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The most fundamental reason why the doctrine of timelessness has 
appealed to many seems to be the conviction, which has its roots in Greek 
philosophy and especially neo-Platonism, that the changeability or mutability 
that must characterize God if he exists through time is unacceptable as an 
attribute of the “most real being.” A recent defense of divine timelessness 
puts it this way: 


Such radically evanescent existence [as that of temporal beings] cannot be 
the foundation of existence. Being, the persistent, permanent, utterly im- 
mutable actuality that seems required as the bedrock underlying the ev- 
anescence of becoming, must be characterized by genuine [i.e., timeless] 
duration, of which temporal duration is only the flickering image.” 


More recently, attempts have been made to support divine timelessness 
by appeal to Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity. A striking feature 
of that theory is that, under certain circumstances, the order of events is dif- 
ferent depending on the standpoint (or “reference-frame”) from which they 
are observed. Consider, then, two events in far-separated regions of our gal- 
axy: the collision of a comet with a planet and a supernova explosion.” For 
an observer on earth, the impact precedes the explosion. But for an observer 
on a spaceship orbiting a planet of a distant star, the explosion precedes the 
impact. Now suppose we ask, “Which of the two really precedes the other?” 
According to the theory of relativity, both answers are correct because the 
order of these events is relative to the inertial reference-frame in which they are 
observed. An inertial frame is the context shared by all observers traveling 
together in a straight line at a constant speed. Relativity physics entails that, 
when we move at speeds close to the speed of light, time slows down: this is 
known as the breakdown of simultaneity, or as time dilation. So, there is no 
“absolute,” privileged reference-frame that can give us the “real” answer to 
our question. 

Some thinkers are not satisfied with this answer in relation to God: 
“Surely,” they might say, “God knows which event really comes first.” God 
is everywhere (omnipresent), so it makes no sense to identify God's “point 
of view” with the reference-frame on earth, or with any other particular 
reference-frame. But lack of a reference-frame appears to mean that there 
can be no answer to the question about which event comes first for God. One 
avenue for pursuing an answer is to argue that there must be a definite order 
in which God experiences the two events. If we recognize that God is time- 
less, then for him neither event comes before the other, although of course he 
knows how the events are temporally related from any one of the innumer- 
able creaturely reference-frames within the universe. So, God is not subject 
to time dilation and how it affects a particular observation in a particular 
reference-frame. This looks like a way of solving the apparent dilemma of 
how God and creatures know temporal succession. 

The disagreement continues, however, as opponents of timelessness insist 
that the reason that order of events is said to depend on the reference-frame 
is that the transfer of information is limited by the finite speed of light. They 
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argue that, if the observers in our example could obtain information instan- 
taneously about the comet impact and the supernova explosion, they would 
both know absolutely which of the two precedes the other. Instantaneous 
communication, if it existed, would establish an absolute reference-frame. 
Now, God’s knowledge of what happens in the cosmos is not limited by the 
speed of light—unlike us, he does not have to wait billions of years to learn 
what is going on in remote parts of the universe! So, for God, although not 
for us, there really is indeed an absolute order of events. (Perhaps it would be 
stretching matters a bit to say that God inhabits an absolute reference-frame, 
because he is not a material object or system that travels at any speed what- 
ever.) Nonetheless, it is argued that God could know what is experienced in 
all reference-frames if he is somehow temporal—that is, if he everlastingly 
experiences time in some significant sense. To be sure, the question of divine 
temporality is debatable, but its advocates generally contend that no insuper- 
able problem is posed for divine temporality by the theory of relativity. 

The opposing view—the doctrine of divine timelessness—also con- 
tinues to have support, keeping the controversy very much alive among 
philosophers of religion. Some advocates of this view argue that a theistic 
perspective entails that time is a creature, coming into being ineluctably 
linked to space as one holistic reality—what contemporary physics calls 
spacetime —and not as some kind of “flow” that God experiences in a way 
similar to how creatures experience it. Furthermore, since God is not a ma- 
terial object in an inertial reference-frame, it is difficult to envision how he 
could experience time in the same way creatures do. 

It seems fair to say that, in recent years, there has been a trend away 
from the timelessness view and toward the view that God is everlasting. 
The advocates of the everlastingness position continue to argue that time- 
lessness is associated with God's immutability and lack of responsiveness 
to the creation, while offering a view that they claim is both easier to under- 
stand from a commonsense standpoint and allegedly more agreeable with a 
commonsense interpretation of the Judeo-Christian Scriptures, which depict 
God as acting in time and history.” By contrast, timelessness advocates con- 
tinue to contend that an adequate position admits that God’s relation to time 
simply cannot be exactly like the relation of creatures to time. Furthermore, 
they argue, the position of divine timelessness helps us filter with more 
philosophical and theological sophistication the ostensibly anthropomor- 
phic statements in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures, and it corrects common 
perceptions of what time is by invoking Einsteinian relativity theory. One 
wonders if more work will be done on how a God who allegedly cannot be 
in time as we are can still be responsive and relational. And so the debate 
continues. In this chapter, the discussion of the various divine attributes has 
been conducted in terms of the idea of God as everlasting, because this is the 
more familiar and easily understood concept. But these same attributes can, 
with appropriate modifications, be restated as attributes of a timeless God. 
The issue between these rival conceptions, then, remains very much alive in 
the philosophical literature.” 
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Here, then, we bring to a conclusion our exposition of the theistic con- 
cept of God. The concept seems to be logically consistent, although in view 
of its complexity it is difficult to be absolutely certain about that. Clearly, 
this concept has fascinated and intrigued generation after generation of phi- 
losophers and theologians. The present exploration helps us see more fully 
the depth and texture of this concept. We have already seen in Chapter 5 
the various arguments advanced to support belief in the existence of a tran- 
scendent being; Chapter 6 investigated a perspective that maintains that one 
can be rationally warranted in holding this belief without arguments. Those 
lines of thought in those chapters are directly about the existence of a being 
that many people call God and are for the most part only indirectly sug- 
gestive that this being possesses some of the important attributes consid- 
ered in this chapter. Upon finishing this chapter, we have a more complete 
grasp of the theistic tradition, including some of its internal discussions, as 
it continually maintains and yet refines its understanding of a being who 
truly is the creator and sustainer of all things other than himself, and who 
enters powerfully and intimately into the world process and especially into 
the lives of his worshipers. As we turn to Chapter 8, we prepare to investi- 
gate how the theistic deity conceived as described can be thought to relate to 
the world. Then, in Chapter 9, we will face a major reason to think that this 
being does not exist. We will look from one angle and then another at the 
issue of whether the theistic concept of God applies to a real being, a being 
that is actual. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Describe briefly the conception of God implied in the opening story of Shvetaketu 
and his father. How does.this differ from the understanding of God you are fa- 
miliar with? 


2. How is the concept of God defined in the religious tradition with which you are 
most familiar? How (if at all) does this idea of God differ from that of traditional 
theism, as explained in the text? 


3. Does it seem correct to you to say that only a God who is absolutely perfect 
could be fully worthy of worship? Discuss. 


4. Explain what is meant by saying that God is a “necessary being.” Does it seem to 
you that an adequate conception of God should include this idea? Discuss. 


5. Explain what it means to say that God is the creator. Why is the idea of creation 
an important part of the concept of God? 


6. Do we have a more adequate idea of God if we think of God as wholly distinct 
from the universe (traditional theism), or if we think of God as including the 
universe within himself (process theism)? 


7. Does it lessen one’s appreciation of divine power to say that God cannot do 
things that are logically impossible, such as changing the laws of arithmetic? Is 
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it better to say that God is able to act in ways that are cruel and deceitful, or that 
God is unable to do these things? 


8. Is God greater and more perfect if God exercises both persuasive and coercive 
power (as in traditional theism), or if God exercises only persuasive power (as in 
process theism)? 


9. In defining God’s power and God's control over the world, is it important to pre- 


serve the possibility of free will for human beings? If so, how should free will 
be defined? 


10. If it should turn out that it is logically impossible for there to be both compre- 
hensive divine knowledge of the future and genuine free will for human beings, 
which is more important? Discuss. 
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God is disembodied and that he has a body—then there is no way of understanding 
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theorem of mathematics, especially if God could know the theorem if he wanted to. 
(Presumably, he just has not taken the time to work it out.) 
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feel no regret because we do not, in the case described, really feel that God is signif- 
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theorem. Suppose, on the other hand, that God is unable to know the theorem: “God 
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that God is less great than he might conceivably be. 
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6. St. Anselm: Basic Writings, tr. S. N. Deane (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1962), 7. [See 
the selection in PRSR 4e, Part 51] 
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to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, there are three persons in God, designated 
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between themselves as well as with created persons. Nevertheless, it is common in 
Christian discourse to refer to “God”—that is, to the Trinity—as to a single person. 
Jews and Muslims, on the other hand, emphatically reject the doctrine of the 
Trinity. 
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Notre Dame Press, 1982). 
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20. Our conception of omnipotence and other divine attributes will make an impor- 
tant difference to our understanding of the “problem of evil”; see Chapter 9 for more 
on this. 


21. What seems the best solution is due to George Mavrodes (“Some Puzzles 
Concerning Omnipotence,” Philosophical Review 72 (1963), 221-223) [reprinted in 
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CHAPTER 8 


DIVINE ACTION 
How Does God Relate to the World? 





Ln late May 1940, in the early days of World War H, a British and French 
force of over 300,000 men was encircled by German armies near Dunkirk, in 
northern France. The military balance heavily favored the Germans, and the 
situation of the Allied forces was desperate; it was expected that nearly all of 
them would be killed or captured. A flotilla of ships and boats (over 800 in 
all) was assembled, including many small commercial and private boats vol- 
unteered for the occasion. Unusually calm weather on the English Channel, 
together with heavy fog that inhibited dive bombing by the Luftwaffe, made 
possible the evacuation of the British and French forces with far fewer casu- 
alties than might have been expected. Many persons at that time, believing 
that the Allied cause was just and that God desired an Allied victory in the 
war, interpreted these events in terms of divine providence: God had acted 
in providing the unusual weather conditions that made the evacuation 
possible. 

God’s action in the world is a central component in all of the mono- 
theistic faiths. The most crucial events for Judaism are those surrounding 
the Exodus: God’s leading Israel out of Egypt and into the promised land 
through Moses’ leadership. The central events of Christianity are the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Key events for Islam include the 
Hegira of Mohammed from Mecca to Medina and the giving of the Koran to 
Mohammed by the angel Gabriel. Events such as these are of intense interest 
and concern to believers in these faith traditions. 

These particular “acts of God” (as they are believed to be) are perhaps 
best approached through the scriptures and theologies of their respective 
faiths. But there are more general questions concerning divine action in the 
world that lend themselves to philosophical treatment. Note first of all that di- 
vine action becomes a serious possibility only if God is conceived as personal, 
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in the sense discussed in Chapter 7. An impersonal, pantheistic deity may be 
the power behind everything that happens, but cannot be the doer of particular 
actions. To act in the world God must be aware of specific events and circum- 
stances. God must also have an interest in such matters; he must care what 
goes on in the world. And God must have some power to influence or affect 
the course of events: an “act of God” must be something that would not have 
occurred had not God been involved in the event in a special way. 

To say this, however, leaves a great many questions about divine action 
unanswered. There are different ways in which such action may be con- 
sidered, depending on several variables. The most important variables are, 
first of all, divine power: what sort of power does God exercise in the world? 
Second, there is human freedom: assuming that human beings (and perhaps 
some other creatures) have been gifted with free will, how is this freedom to 
be understood? And finally, there is divine knowledge: precisely what sort of 
knowledge of the world should be ascribed to God? All of these questions 
are intensely controversial, and in combination they lead to several different 
theories of divine providence—theories that spell out how God acts in over- 
seeing and caring for the world he has created. These theories are discussed 
in subsequent sections of this chapter. 

These questions about divine action are not just of theoretical interest; on 
the contrary, they have important implications for the religious life and for 
questions about which many people care deeply—that, of course, is in part 
why they are so controversial. As we set out the various views, we shall point 
out in particular their implications fôr three topics. One topic is the problem 
of evil, discussed in Chapter 9. One’s views concerning divine action affect 
very directly one’s response to this problem, and help to determine which of 
the approaches suggested in Chapter 9 is most viable. Another topic is mira- 
cles, discussed in Chapter 10. While definitions of a religious miracle differ, 
most (but not all) presuppose some sort of unilateral divine intervention into 
earthly affairs. Accordingly, one’s view on the question of God’s ability to in- 
tervene directly, and, if so, to what extent and under what conditions, will for 
many significantly affect one’s answer to the questions of whether miracles 
can occur and, if so, when and to what extent they are to be expected. An 
additional topic of great interest to many believers is prayer. Prayer is uni- 
versally acknowledged to be a central element in the religious life, but it also 
raises many questions. What is the point of praying when God already knows 
everything we could possibly tell him? Can we possibly suppose that our 
prayers can somehow induce God to do something he might otherwise not 
have done? What is really going on when we offer our prayers to God? These 
questions, and others, lend special importance to the topic of this chapter. 


WHAT KIND OF POWER DOES GOD EXERCISE? 


All of the major monotheistic religions have traditionally held that God is 
omnipotent in the sense defined in Chapter 7: God can do anything that is 
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logically possible, and consistent with God’s perfect nature. Power that is 
this extensive allows for a great many ways in which God could act so as 
to bring about a desired result in human history. God’s initial creation of the 
world is important in setting up the many and varied possibilities for things 
he desires to bring about later on. God is able to prearrange circumstances in 
such a way that things subsequently come about in a “purely natural” way, 
yet as he intended. God could also prearrange circumstances so as to in- 
fluence a particular human being in some special way—one might, for in- 
stance, be struck by a particularly marvelous sunrise, and come thereby to 
see something of the greatness and beauty of God. God can also influence 
human persons directly, either overtly (a voice speaking out of a burning 
bush), or by dreams and visions, or secretly, without the person herself being 
aware of it. Omnipotence also means that God can perform miracles; he can 
cause things to occur in the world that are beyond the ordinary powers of 
the natural things the world contains. Now of course, the fact that God could 
act in certain ways to bring about desired ends does not ensure that he does 
in fact act in those ways. Nevertheless, it should be clear that omnipotent 
power opens up a great many different ways in which God is able to bring 
about things he desires to have happen. 

There is, however, one prominent view that does not see God as having 
the extensive range of powers discussed above. We are referring, of course, to 
process theism, which was introduced in Chapter 7. Process theism’s account 
of divine power is an integral part of its overall system of philosophy, which 
is too complex to expound here. But two ideas are especially important in 
this regard. First, all finite entities, not only human beings, are endowed 
with a degree of freedom.' The freedom is greater and more significant the 
“higher” and more complex the entity. Freedom for a human means more 
than freedom for a mouse, and the freedom of a mouse is greater than that 
of a single-celled organism. However, freedom and creativity exist at every 
level; there is no complete determinism anywhere in nature. The second idea 
is this: God’s role in the world is to present constantly, to every entity, the 
“initial aim,” which represents the best that this entity, at this moment, can 
be and become. The initial aim represents, so to speak, God's “ideal will” 
for that entity at that moment. But the decision as to what that entity shall 
actually be and become—the “subjective aim,” as it is called—is made by the 
entity itself. Once having presented the initial aim, God has no further role 
in the decision. This kind of exercise of divine power is summed up in the 
phrase, “God always persuades, but never coerces.” It is important to em- 
phasize that this is not the result of a divine choice. It is not that God has in 
any way decided not to intervene unilaterally in earthly affairs; God simply 
cannot do this. 

Process theists claim several advantages for their view, as compared 
with more traditional versions of theism. It overcomes the tension between 
natural and supernatural, which has become problematic for many in the 
modern world. God’s action, in providing the “initial aim” for each finite 
entity, is not an “intrusion from outside” into the natural order. Rather, 
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that order needs and depends on God’s constant “lure towards the best” 
in order to fulfill its own potential. Furthermore, in portraying God as 
leading us through sympathy and persuasion, process theism models the 
divine—human relationship on the best of human interpersonal relation- 
ships, rather than on relationships marked by power and domination. On 
the process account, prayer cannot “move God” to do more than he would 
otherwise do: God is always supplying the best possible “initial aim” for 
each entity, and beyond that there is nothing more God can do. But if in 
prayer one becomes changed so that one’s thoughts, desires, and purposes 
accord more closely with the divine will, then the “initial aim” in the subse- 
quent stages of one’s own life may be different than it would otherwise be: 
the closer we are to God’s purposes for the world, the greater the possibil- 
ities for good that open up in our lives. In this sense, it is true that “prayer 
changes things.” 

Probably the most important advantage claimed for process theism con- 
cerns the problem of evil. The process theodicy will be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 9, but a general overview is appropriate here. Remember 
that God’s power is limited always to persuasion. And this means that, if 
some person resists and rebels against the divine persuasion, there is liter- 
ally nothing God can unilaterally do about it. Since there is nothing in ad- 
ditional to continual persuasion God can do to prevent evil and suffering, 
there is also no remaining question as to why God does not do more. 

This does not mean, however, that process theism has no problem of evil 
at all. God bears a considerable amount of responsibility for the overall char- 
acter of the world, because it is God’s “Iure” that has prompted the develop- 
ment of the sorts of creatures it contains—creatures capable of experiencing 
great joy, but also of both suffering and inflicting great sorrow. If someone 
were to say that, all things considered, it simply is not worth the cost for the 
world to contain beings with the great powers for harm and destruction that 
are possessed by humans, the process theist would have to acknowledge 
that it is God who has guided the evolutionary process in such a way that 
beings like us are produced.* But God's responsibility for particular instances 
of evil is less than for competing views. 

Despite these apparent benefits, process theism has been subject to much 
criticism. Most of this criticism centers on the curtailment of divine power 
in this view, as compared with all versions of traditional theism. Granted 
that the exercise of “persuasive power” by God is in many situations highly 
beneficial, would not God be still greater, and more perfect, if he were also 
able to unilaterally control aspects of the world on occasion? This limita- 
tion on divine power seems clearly incompatible with the core traditions of 
the major theistic religions, all of which ascribe to God much more exten- 
sive powers than process theism allows for. Within traditional theism God 
can and will guarantee an ultimate triumph of goodness in the world. But 
within process theism there can be no such guarantee. God is obligated to 
do all that God is capable of doing, and process theists believe that infinite 
divine love, working persuasively over a sufficiently long time, can produce 
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great things. There can, however, be no real assurance that things will ever 
be significantly better than they are at present. 

In response, process theists argue that such reasoning is simply ques- 
tion-begging. First, to say that a God who has the power to unilaterally 
control the freedom of other entities is a “greater” being is based on the 
debatable assumption that greatness is best measured in terms of capacity of 
power, which process theists deny. More importantly, while it is correct that 
the God of process theism cannot ensure the ultimate triumph of good over 
evil, this is simply a consequence that some will find unappealing. This does 
not expose any internal flaw—for example, a consistency problem—within 
the process system itself. 


WHAT KIND OF FREEDOM HAS GOD GIVEN? 


The different varieties of traditional theism agree with each other, and 
against process theism, that God is omnipotent in the sense that has been 
defined in Chapter 7. Furthermore, they will generally assent to the proposi- 
tion that God, in creating human beings, has endowed them with freedom, 
or “free will.” But there are importantly different ways in which this freedom 
can be understood. According to the compatibilist conception, a human action 
is “free” if the following requirements are met: (1) The immediate cause of 
the action is a desire, wish, or intention internal to the agent; (2) there is no 
external event or circumstance that compels the action to be performed; and 
(3) the agent could have acted differently, if she had chosen to. If these cri- 
teria are satisfied, the action comes, as we might say, “from within”; it cannot 
tightly be said that the agent is forced to perform it. This is “compatibilist” 
free will, because it holds that free will is compatible with deterministic cau- 
sation, so long as the three conditions given are satisfied. 

A good many philosophers and theologians, however, are not satisfied 
with this way of understanding free will, because they do not think this 
sort of freedom is sufficient to make humans morally responsible for their 
actions. These philosophers and theologians insist, on the contrary, that for 
an action to be truly free it must have been really possible, with all the ante- 
cedent conditions remaining exactly the same, for the agent to have chosen dif- 
ferently. One philosopher has expressed this libertarian view of free will by 
saying that, when a person is free with respect to performing an action, she 
“has it in her power to choose to perform A or choose not to perform A. Both 
A and not A could actually occur, which will actually occur has not yet been 
determined.” 

Process theists affirm libertarian free will, as do proponents of most 
of the views discussed in this chapter. But there is an important strand of 
thought in the theistic traditions that affirms instead compatibilist free will, 
holding that we act “freely” whenever we are not hindered from doing what 
we most want, in the circumstances, to do. And this is so even if the action in 
question was causally determined and, in that sense, could not have been otherwise. 
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In view of this, these theists are able to hold both that human beings are 
free in most of their actions, and also that all human actions happen as they do 
because they have been efficaciously decreed by God, and could not have happened 
in any other way. In view of this latter affirmation, their view is termed the- 
ological determinism; it is sometimes also called “Calvinism,” because of its 
association with John Calvin, the Protestant reformer.’ 

Calvinists, or theological determinists, affirm in the strongest possible 
terms the sovereignty of God: it is God alone, through his own sovereign 
decrees, who has determined everything that has ever happened or that ever 
will happen. Calvinists hold that only by affirming such a strong sense of 
sovereignty can the majesty and greatness of God be sufficiently affirmed. 
Any view that allows some decisions about the course of events to be made 
by humans and not by God deprives God of glory and is demeaning to God.” 
Furthermore, Calvinists insist that only if God in this way directly controls 
all things can we place in God the absolute trust that is essential to a proper 
religious life. Prayer, in the context of theological determinism, is best seen 
as an expression of submission to the will of God. There can be no thought 
that in prayer humans could persuade God to do something that he was not 
already planning and intending to do. After all, God made God’s plans long 
before we ever decided to pray, and those plans will be fulfilled precisely, 
down to the smallest detail. It may be, however, that sometimes God, de- 
siring and intending to do a certain thing, also moves human. worshipers to 
ask God, in prayer, to do that very thing—and thus, in a sense, God acts “in 
answer to prayer.” But the true worshiper’s thought, in offering her prayers, 
must always be “Thy will be done.” 

Theological determinism has some impressive support, but it has also 
attracted heavy criticism. It is sometimes thought that such sovereignty is in- 
compatible with human freedom, but Calvinists rightly point out that there 
is no such incompatibility if the compatibilist definition of freedom is accepted. 
More significantly, opponents ask whether it does not deprive our lives of 
much of their significance, if in everything we do we are merely “following 
the script” set out in the divine decrees. Are we not, in fact, in the role of 
puppets being manipulated by a puppet master? Can there really be mean- 
ingful personal relationships between humans and God, when one party in 
the relationship exercises complete, unilateral control over the other? How 
can God place any real value on the love that humans express towards the 
divine, when that love is simply the inescapable result of God’s decree that 
those humans shall do so? Feminist theologians criticize views of this sort 
as interpreting God exclusively in “masculine” terms of power and domina- 
tion, while ignoring the “feminine” values of relationship and nurture. 

The objections, however, become most intense in relation to the problem 
of evil. This problem, as we've seen, is significant for all varieties of tradi- 
tional theism, but critics argue that it is especially severe for theological de- 
terminism. Because the God of theological determinism can bring it about 
that we freely do only that which is in keeping with the divine will, theolog- 
ical determinists cannot appeal to any sort of free-will defense—that is, they 
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cannot maintain that some evil is the undesirable but unavoidable result of 
human choice over which God has decided not to exercise total control. As 
one leading Calvinist has forthrightly said, this view “does not, in the final 
analysis, attribute certain evils to the human will and certain others to nat- 
ural causes; rather, all are finally attributed to the divine reason and will.” 
But this immediately invites the question of why God would deliberately cre- 
ate a world containing so much evil and suffering, when nothing whatever 
prevented God from creating a world without these things. Perhaps the most 
hopeful strategy for a reply lies in the “all is well within the world from 
God’s perspective” approach discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 
This approach holds that each and every evil state of affairs is a necessary condi- 
tion of a greater good that God could not obtain without the evil in question. Such 
an assertion, however, may well be met with incredulity, given the enormity 
of some of the evils that actually exist. Furthermore, it may be asked, if “all is 
well,” and everything in this world is exactly as God wishes for it to be, what 
are we to make of the anger of God against sin that is so strongly emphasized 
in the Bible as well as in the Koran? How can God both be completely satis- 
fied that things are going exactly as God wishes, and also angry and disap- 
pointed at some of the very events planned and set in motion? 

Clearly, these questions do not admit of easy answers. When pressed, 
theological determinists will often acknowledge that the relationship be- 
tween God and evil is inscrutable—that we humans do not, and in fact 
cannot, comprehend the way such issues are resolved in the mystery of the 
divine will. But, they add, this in no way excuses us for denying the majesty 
and sovereignty of God in our misguided attempts to comprehend these 
mysteries in a way that is intelligible to our limited human minds. 


DOES GOD KNOW WHAT WOULD HAVE HAPPENED? 


The remaining views concerning divine action agree with each other in 
affirming both divine omnipotence and libertarian free will. This means 
that the proponents of these views agree that, to the extent that God grants 
freedom to human beings, he cannot unilaterally control their decision- mak- 
ing. God can either grant humans freedom or control their decision making, 
but he cannot simultaneously do both, as is believed possible by theological 
determinists. 

These views differ, however, concerning the nature of God’s knowledge, 
and because of this they have different understandings of God’s action in 
the world. Robert M. Adams (b. 1937) highlights a key issue as follows: 


If President Kennedy had not been shot, would he have bombed North 
Vietnam? God only knows. Or does God? Does even God know what 
Kennedy would have done?’ 


Here Adams asks us to imagine a situation in which President John F. 
Kennedy escaped the assassin’s bullet and lived to face the difficult choices 
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posed by the escalating war in Vietnam. Lyndon B. Johnson, Kennedy’s 
successor, did choose to bomb North Vietnam, with fateful consequences. 
Would Kennedy, if he had survived, have made the same choice? Adams’ 
real concern, however, is not about Kennedy’s decision as such. Rather, he 
asks whether God knows, with respect to this decision that was never actually 
made, how Kennedy would have made it. The question is not how Kennedy 
might have made the decision, or what he would have been most likely to do, 
had the situation arisen, but how he definitely would have decided. Does God 
know that? 

If your answer to this question is affirmative, you have aligned your- 
self with the theory of divine middle knowledge,’ also termed Molinism for 
the Jesuit theologian Luis de Molina (1535-1600), who originated the theory. 
According to Molinism, this truth concerning Kennedy is only one of a vast 
array of similar propositions God knows, not just about Kennedy but about 
each one of us. God knows, concerning each created free person, how that 
person would have chosen in any possible situation of libertarian free choice 
in which that person might find herself, even if the choice is never actually made 
at all. Indeed, God knows concerning each possible person? each person God 
might have created but did not, what that person would have done in any pos- 
sible situation of free choice with which the person might have been con- 
fronted. These propositions have come to be known as “counterfactuals of 
freedom,” because they describe how a given person would freely choose 
under contrary-to-fact circumstances.” 

So what, you may ask? What does all this knowledge God is supposed 
to possess have to do with anything of importance? A great deal, actually. 
Middle knowledge, if God indeed possesses it, makes possible a remarkable 
way in which he can exercise significant providential control over the course 
of events. Suppose, for instance, God is deliberating over whether or not to 
create you—trying to decide whether you shall be one of the inhabitants of 
God’s world or not. Will your presence in the world be on balance a good 
thing, or not? Clearly, the answer to this will depend in part on the free deci- 
sions you will make during your lifetime. These decisions, furthermore, are 
not wholly predictable on the basis of your genetic makeup, environmental 
circumstances, and the like. (Not, at least, if you are free in the libertarian 
sense of that word.) It begins to look, therefore, as though God is taking a risk 
in creating you. If you decide, in many or most cases, to act in a way that 
aligns with God’s purposes, the divine decision to create you will turn out 
well, but if not, then it may not. 

Given middle knowledge, however, this element of risk is completely 
eliminated. In considering whether or not to create you, God can “play over” 
in the divine mind all the possible scenarios for your future life," and God 
will know with certainty what you would do in each possible situation. God 
doesn't, of course, control your decisions; those decisions are the decisions 
you would freely choose to make. And God has no choice about the “counter- 
factuals of freedom” that are true of you; they are entirely beyond God’s con- 
trol. But given those counterfactuals, and supposing that God does decide to 
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create you, he can select, with full confidence, the best life plan for you, the 
one that best suits the divine overall plan for the world. Of course, it really 
isn’t that simple, for your life plan needs to interlock with all the other life 
plans of people who will come into contact with you and will affect and be 
affected by you. Ultimately, what God must attend to is the scenario for the 
entire universe; God must decide which things and persons to create, how 
they are to be arranged, and so on, so as to obtain the best overall result from 
God’s creative endeavors. And when God makes the decision, God can count 
on the plan's being carried out exactly as intended, even though many ele- 
ments of the plan depend on the libertarian free choices of creatures. 

And this brings us to what Molinists see as the greatest advantage of 
their view. Middle knowledge allows God to have a very high degree of con- 
trol over what goes on in the world, even though that world contains free 
persons whose actions are not causally determined by God or by anything 
else outside themselves. As God is planning the world, the choices of crea- 
tures are not “free variables” that can make the plan turn out well or badly, 
depending on how the choices are made. Rather, the choices are incorporated 
into the plan itself, and God can be absolutely confident that it will play out 
exactly as foreknown, given the counterfactuals in question; there is no risk 
or uncertainty in the situation at all.” 

Because of its embrace of libertarian freedom, Molinism can say (as 
Calvinism really cannot) that God does some things because they are prayed 
for, and refrains from doing other things because they are not prayed for. 
Indeed, Molinism even supports the view that God grants certain blessings 
because they will be prayed for in the future. Correspondingly, it is perfectly 
meaningful and sensible to “pray for something to have happened,” to pray 
for a favorable outcome of some event that we know has already been decided, 
provided that we do not yet know how it has been decided. (Thus, some have 
speculated that we still ought to pray for the salvation of Judas Iscariot, the 
betrayer of Jesus.) God, through middle knowledge, knows that a particular 
person would pray for the blessing in question if placed in certain circum- 
stances. God also knows that those circumstances will in fact obtain, and 
that the prayer will in fact be offered. And because of the prayer (which has 
yet to be made), God decides to grant the blessing!” 

In dealing with the problem of evil, it might seem plausible to assume 
that Molinists will offer exactly the same reply we earlier attributed to 
Calvinists—namely, that each and every evil state of affairs is a necessary con- 
dition of a greater good that God could not obtain without the evil in question. 
However, there are some differences. For instance, with respect to the ques- 
tion of why God deliberately incorporates some evil state of affairs into the 
world, Molinists can offer what some see as a more plausible response than 
can Calvinists. For one thing, one of the good things God wishes to pre- 
serve in the world is the libertarian freedom of God’s creatures, and this is 
a good that plays no part in the Calvinistic scheme. Furthermore, according 
to Molinism God does not start with a “clean slate” in planning the world, 
as he does with Calvinism. Instead, there are all of these counterfactuals 
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of freedom—propositions over which God has no control but which have 
a great deal to do with the outcome of any choices God might make about 
what sort of world to create. Perhaps God would have preferred a world in 
which, for instance, Osama bin Laden became an investment banker rather 
than an international terrorist. But given the counterfactuals that are true of 
bin Laden, it simply was not in God's power to place him in the situations in 
which he actually found himself and have his life turn out differently than it 
did. And so also, presumably, in a great many other cases. 

Nevertheless, the claim that God knowingly incorporated every evil into 
the creative plan determined best overall can be hard to defend. When we 
think of some truly horrendous evil, such as the Holocaust, we are moved 
to ask: “What good can possibly have come from this that would justify the 
enormous evil and suffering involved?” To be sure, it might be that the 
Holocaust was permitted because in its absence there would have been some 
still greater evil. But it seems beyond the power of our imaginations to com- 
prehend what this even greater evil might have been. We have to keep in 
mind that, according to Molinism, God has deliberately incorporated in the plan 
for our world each instance of evil that actually occurs—for good reason, we 
are told, but sometimes it is not easy to find this assurance very comfort- 
ing. As Thomas Flint (b. 1954) has stated, “if Judas sins, it is because God 
knowingly put him in a set of circumstances in which he would sin, and 
knowingly refrained from putting him in a set of circumstances in which he 
would act virtuously.”™ A difficult thought indeed! 

It should not come as a surprise, accordingly, that Molinism also has 
been vigorously attacked. On the one hand, Calvinists and other theo- 
logical determinists sharply criticize Molinism for compromising divine 
sovereignty by asserting that God’s choice of what sort of world to create 
is limited by counterfactuals of freedom over which God has no control. 
Recently, however, the most active criticism has come from non-Molinist lib- 
ertarians. They point to the problem of evil, as noted above, and argue that 
God’s involvement, on the Molinist view, in planning specific instances of 
evil is far too intimate for this view to be acceptable. It has also been argued 
that Molinism, like Calvinism, undermines the genuinely personal char- 
acter of a believer's relationship with God. In knowing our counterfactuals, 
God knows exactly “what buttons to push” to elicit a desired result from 
us—indeed, God exerts over us a control that is only slightly less complete 
than is the case for Calvinism.” Can God be sincere in desiring us to avoid 
sin when, as Flint says, God deliberately places us in circumstances in which 
he knows that we will sin? Can God be sincere in urging persons to repent 
when he knows with certainty that they will not repent?!® 

In response to such criticism, Molinists can point out that we are in no 
position to speculate on the actual limits that counterfactuals of freedom 
(over which God has no control) have placed on God’s creative activity. It 
might appear that with respect to most free choices, there would be divinely 
actualizable conditions under which we freely do what God would have us 
do. And if this it true, then God can retain control over much of what we 
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freely do by actualizing the relevant conditions. However, it could also be 
that with respect to many or even most free choices, there simply exist no 
divinely actualizable conditions under which we freely do what God would 
have us do. And to the extent that this is the case, this world could contain 
much evil that God would not have allowed to come into existence if a more 
amenable set of counterfactuals of freedom had been available.” 

Another important line of criticism concerns the metaphysical presup- 
positions of this theory. Many critics urge that the truths God is supposed 
to know—the true counterfactuals of freedom—simply do not exist to be 
known. Consider the case of Sue, a student who decides to sleep in some 
morning instead of going to breakfast at the dining commons. Then ask 
yourself, if Sue had gone to breakfast, would she have chosen grape juice 
or orange juice? On the mornings she does go to breakfast, she selects each 
with about equal frequency. We assume that she possesses libertarian free 
will, so given exactly the same circumstances, it is entirely possible for her to 
select either kind of juice. So we might ask, what possible fact can there be 
about the world that makes it the case that she would take grape juice rather 
than orange juice? No answer seems to be possible. And so (the critics insist) 
what is true of Sue is that, if she had gone to breakfast, she might have taken 
grape juice and she might have taken orange juice, but it is not true either that 
she would definitely have taken grape juice or that she would definitely have 
taken orange juice! And since, on this view, there is no truth about what Sue 
would do, it follows also that God does not know what she would do, because 
God knows only those things that are in fact true. 

The arguments concerning the truth of counterfactuals of freedom have 
become extremely complex and technical and so cannot be pursued further 
here. A number of philosophers hold strong views on each side of the ques- 
tion, and agreement does not seem likely in the foreseeable future. 


DOES GOD KNOW THE ACTUAL FUTURE? 


Many theists who are libertarians hold the view that God knows the actual 
future in its entirety. This has come to be known as the theory of simple fore- 
knowledge—“simple,” because such foreknowledge does not involve the ad- 
ditional complications of middle knowledge. By the same token, this view 
avoids the perplexing questions discussed above concerning the existence 
of true counterfactuals of freedom. It holds that God’s knowledge comprises 
all actual future events, and that God knows what free agents would probably 
do under various counterfactual scenarios, while admitting that there may 
be nothing that they would definitely do under those circumstances. 

So far, perhaps, so good, but abandoning middle knowledge does not 
enable this view to escape from controversy. There are arguments, going 
far back in history, that claim to establish that complete and certain divine 
foreknowledge is incompatible with libertarian free will for humans. Here 
is an example of such an argument, using a certain Clarence, known to be 
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addicted to cheese omelets. Will Clarence have a cheese omelet for breakfast 
tomorrow morning, or won't he? The argument proceeds as follows: 


1. It is now true that Clarence will have a cheese omelet for breakfast 
tomorrow. (Premise) 


2. It is impossible that God should at any time believe what is false, or 
fail to believe anything that is true. (Premise: divine omniscience) 


3. God has always believed that Clarence will have a cheese omelet to- 
morrow. (From 1, 2) 


4, If God has always believed a certain thing, it is not in anyone’s 
power to bring it about that God has not always believed that thing. 
(Premise: the unalterability of the past) 


5. Therefore, it is not in Clarence’s power to bring it about that God has 
not always believed that he would have a cheese omelet for break- 
fast. (From 3, 4) 


6. It is not possible for it to be true both that God has always believed 
that Clarence would have a cheese omelet for breakfast, and that he 
does not in fact have one. (From 2) 


7. Therefore, it is not in Clarence’s power to refrain from having a cheese 
omelet for breakfast tomorrow. (From 5, 6) 


So Clarence’s eating the omelet tomorrow is not an act of free choice.” 

One way to avoid the conclusion is to deny (1), holding (with Aristotle 
and a number of other philosophers) that there are no truths concerning 
the yet-to-be decided future. Or, we might hold that there are such truths, 
but knowing them is logically impossible. (This would require defining 
omniscience as knowing what it is logically possible to know, as was done 
in Chapter 7) Many philosophers, however, are not satisfied with such 
responses; they wish to maintain both that human beings are free in the 
libertarian sense and that God has comprehensive knowledge of what such 
persons will freely choose to do. To do this, some other way must be found 
to avoid the conclusion of the argument given above. One possible way to 
do this is to adopt the view, discussed in Chapter 7, according to which God 
is timeless rather than everlasting. The argument for the incompatibility of 
freedom and foreknowledge relies on the fact that God, in the past, already 
has known what each of us will do in the future. But if God is timelessly 
eternal, this is not true. It is not that God knew, in the past, what we would 
do; rather, God timelessly knows this, and God knows it as a present reality, 
for all times are present to God. As Thomas Aquinas said: “He who goes 
along the road does not see those who come after him; whereas he who sees 
the whole road from a height sees at once all those traveling on it.” The 
“height,” of course, is God’s eternity, from which he sees at once the whole 
“road” of time, which we temporal travelers come to know only bit by bit as 
we make our way along it. Now the fact that some action is known in the 
present, as it occurs, has no tendency to show that the action is not done 
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freely. No more, then, should the fact that God in the “eternal now” knows 
what we do detract from the freedom of the action. 

The reader will recall the explanation in Chapter 7 that the discussion 
of divine knowledge and human freedom is greatly affected by the assumed 
conception of time and of God’s relationship to time. As noted previously, 
the Einsteinian concept of time is extremely important to the discussion, but 
philosophers of religion vary both in their degree of scientific sophistica- 
tion and commitments such that there is considerable variability regarding 
how they factor it into their arguments. So, the discussion in this chapter is 
designed to reflect the main extant positions and the arguments for them 
that are found in contemporary philosophy of religion, without highly de- 
tailed nuancing in light of science. The reader who wishes to go beyond the 
introductory level in this area is strongly encouraged to pursue this topic as 
well as many other related topics that lie beyond the scope of this survey. 
Having said this, clearly, the simple foreknowledge view relates God to time 
in such a way that events can be “future” from his perspective; the timeless- 
ness view, by contrast, acknowledges that what is future for us is not so for 
God. How shall we sort out the issue between simple foreknowledge and 
timelessness that we have been considering? 

As one might expect, the success of the timelessness solution is con- 
troversial. If Clarence is genuinely free in deciding about the omelet, then it 
must be really possible for him to make the opposite decision and refrain from 
eating the omelet. But, we are assuming, God timelessly knows that Clarence 
will eat the omelet. If nevertheless Clarence is free in eating it, the following 
must be true: 


It can be the case that God timelessly knows a certain thing, but it is in 
someone's power, right now, to bring it about that God does not timelessly 
know that thing. 


This would seem to be a rather remarkable power for us all to have! 

Many other answers to the argument have been devised, but one of the 
most popular is based on the distinction between hard and soft facts. Consider, 
then, the following statement: 


(GWB) The 43rd President of the United States was born in Texas in 1946. 


This statement is undeniably true; furthermore, it concerns an event that 
occurred in the past, specifically in 1946. Anyone who uttered this statement 
in 1960 would have made a true statement. Nevertheless, up until the inau- 
guration of President George W. Bush it was still possible for someone to 
make this statement false, by preventing his election and inauguration to the 
office. So from 1946 until 2001 the proposition (GWB) was a soft fact about the 
past—a true statement about the past such that it was still within someone’s 
power to do something that would make the statement false. Since January 
2001, on the other hand, this has been a hard fact about the past; it is a true 
statement about the past that is such that no one, now, can have the power to 
make it false. But now consider: 
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3. God has always believed that Clarence will have a cheese omelet 
tomorrow, 


This fact, it is urged, is strikingly similar to the fact stated above concerning 
the birth of the president. Like that other fact, it is a true statement, and it is 
about the past. But it is also like that other fact in that, up until a certain time, 
it is in someone’s power to do something that would make the statement 
false. For it is (or is claimed to be) in Clarence’s power to refrain from eat- 
ing a cheese omelet tomorrow-—and if he were to refrain, then God would 
not, at any time in the past, have believed that he would eat one. So it is in 
Clarence’s power to do something such that, were he to do it, God would not 
have held the belief that he did hold. With regard to propositions of this sort, 
then, 


4, If God has always believed a certain thing, it is not in anyone’s power to 
bring it about that God has not always believed that thing 


is incorrect. It is in Clarence’s power to do such a thing, in that (as already 
noted) it is in his power to do something such that, were he to do it, God 
would not have held the belief that he did hold. So premise (4) is false, and 
the argument fails to establish its conclusion. 

It may occur to the reader, however, that the parallel between (GWB) 
and (3) breaks down at one point. In the case of (GWB), we have a proposi- 
tion about a past event, to be sure, but one that is described in terms of a future 
event, namely the event of George W. Bush’s becoming president. If on the 
other hand he had been prevented from becoming president (thus making 
(GWB) a false statement), this would not have involved any change at all in 
the actual events of the past. (At the time of his birth his mother, Barbara 
Bush, would not have noticed the difference at all!) But in the case of (3), 
what would need to be different is something that actually occurred in the past, 
namely God’s having been in a particular “state of mind,” a state described 
by saying God believed Clarence would eat a cheese omelet. Many philoso- 
phers would argue that, in view of this difference, (3) should be classified as 
a hard fact—one that, unlike (GWB), cannot be made false at any time in the 
future. Others, however, maintain that, despite this difference, (3) remains a 
“soft fact” until breakfast-time. The debate over this issue, like that over the 
counterfactuals of freedom, has become extremely complex, and cannot be 
pursued further here. 

But suppose the simple foreknowledge theory survives this argument. 
There remains yet another consideration that raises a question about the vi- 
ability of this theory. It appears that the knowledge of the future attributed 
to God by simple foreknowledge is of no use whatsoever in God's providential 
governance of the world. That is to say, this knowledge does not enable God 
to do anything different, or better, than God is able to do, given “only” com- 
prehensive knowledge of the past and present. To see this, let us assume that 
God is deciding, in the year 2000, what shall be done over the next 20 years 
in governing the world.” Suppose that, in doing this, God “looks ahead” to 
the world as it is in 2020. Suppose, further, that God sees something in the 
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world of 2020 he disapproves of—something God would wish to have differ- 
ent. Can we suppose, then, that God takes some action in 2000 so as to avoid 
the undesired outcome in 2020? A little reflection shows this thought to be 
incoherent. For the world of 2020, as God sees it in 2000, is by hypothesis the 
actual world of 2020, and to suppose that God does something in 2000 with 
the result that the world God sees is not the actual world of 2020 is self-con- 
tradictory. The conclusion is clear: God must decide what to do in 2000 before 
“looking ahead” to see how things have come out in 2020. But this means 
that God’s foreknowledge cannot be used to decide upon the divine actions 
in governing the world. Simple foreknowledge, if it exists, is useless. (Note 
that a similar argument will apply to the knowledge of the future possessed 
by a timeless God, if God is timeless. Timeless knowledge of the future also 
will not enable God to do anything more in governing the world than if God 
knew only the past and present.) 

This result does not necessarily do away with the theory of simple fore- 
knowledge, as responses to the stated criticisms have been proposed. For 
instance, there have been some interesting recent attempts to differentiate 
between what God knows and when and how God accesses this knowledge. 
On this model, it is possible for God to know fully what will happen in the 
future but only access this acknowledge selectively in ways that allow us to 
say both that God's foreknowledge of human decision making does not ne- 
gate the freedom of such choices and yet does afford God some providential 
advantage.” Some have argued, though, that even if such bracketing (stag- 
ing) of God’s simple foreknowledge might allow for some providential ad- 
vantage, it doesn't resolve the problem of how humans can be considered to 
make free libertarian choices because, given this model, what a person will 
freely do is set and cannot be different regardless of when God accesses such 
knowledge.” Since such discussions are relatively new, it is likely that more 
remains to be said on this topic. 


WHAT IF THE FUTURE IS TRULY OPEN? 


The final view to be considered, known as “open theism” or “the openness 
of God,” rejects both middle knowledge and simple foreknowledge. Unlike 
those two views, open theism accepts that there are some aspects of the fu- 
ture that cannot be known with certainty by anyone, including God. This 
is not because of any deficiency in God’s knowledge, but because it is the 
inherent nature of the future to be indefinite. God knows with certainty those 
aspects of the future that are already fixed and certain, and God knows as 
indefinite those aspects of the future that are, as of now, open and indefinite. 
(It would hardly be a perfection in God’s knowledge to “know” as certain 
and definite something that is in fact uncertain and indefinite!) 

God as conceived by open theism is both omnipotent, able to perform 
any action whose performance by God is logically possible, and omniscient, 
in that he knows everything that is inherently capable of being known. 


172 Reason and Religious Belief 


Perhaps the most striking aspect of this conception, however, is the relational 
nature of God, which is able to emerge here as in none of the other views. We 
have seen how the heavy emphasis on control and domination in Calvinism, 
and to a lesser extent in Molinism, tends to undermine the personal relation- 
ships between God and worshipers—relationships that, nevertheless, both 
of these views typically wish to affirm. Open theism is better placed to em- 
phasize the relational and nurturing aspect of God, as urged by feminist 
theologians among others. Open theism sees God as having brought about a 
creation that is genuinely different from God, and has granted it a significant, 
though limited, degree of freedom and autonomy. This freedom and autonomy 
are present to some extent even in the physical creation (as seen in the in- 
determinacy revealed by quantum mechanics), but are most evident in the 
freedom bestowed on rational creatures, in particular humans. God desires 
that creatures should utilize this freedom to develop their full potential, and 
especially to respond to God in love and worship. Freedom, furthermore, is 
essential for this: love and adoration given automatically, of necessity, would 
be of no more value than the applause of an audience created out of electronic 
bits by a video animator. Because the creatures really exist and decide their 
lives in a degree of independence from God (though all the while depend- 
ing on God for their very existence), God can be delighted or else deeply 
disappointed by their responses, just as God is portrayed in the scriptures 
of the theistic religions. Calvinism, on the other hand, is strongly inclined 
to embrace the doctrine of divine impassibility, which means that God has no 
emotional (affective) response to what happens in his creation, regardless of 
the enormous amount of sin, evil, and suffering that occur. 

Open theism seems to some of its adherents to grant to the practice of 
prayer an importance unequaled by any of the other views. This view is 
fully able to recognize the importance of prayer in changing the individual’s 
orientation, enabling spiritual development, and the like. But the sense of 
the future as genuinely open lends a significance to petitionary prayer—ask- 
ing God for things to happen—that the other views cannot easily match. To 
be sure, what is prayed for must itself be in harmony with God’s purposes; it 
cannot be supposed that God will honor unworthy requests. But there may 
well be some things—religious teachings imply that there are—that God 
would like to bestow upon his people but will do so only in response to their 
requests. In a real relationship, asking makes a difference. 

Open theists also claim to be in a favorable position, compared with 
other varieties of traditional theism, in dealing with the problem of evil. This 
view does not hold, with Calvinism, that God unilaterally controls all events 
and has sovereignly decreed the evils of this world because God prefers a 
world containing these evils to any that does not. Nor does it hold, with 
Molinism, that God has deliberately incorporated into the best plan overall 
each instance of evil that occurs (within the limitations that counterfactuals 
of freedom place on God's creative options). According to open theism, God 
is genuinely grieved, angry, and disappointed at much that takes place, yet 
is able to overcome evil in order to fulfill the ultimate divine purposes. Not 
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everything that happens is as God wishes it; God has taken a risk in creating 
free persons. But as Thomas Oden (b. 1931) has stated, “If Eden is Plan A, 
and Eden does not work out, due to the self-determining volatility, frailty, 
and fallibility of human freedom, then God has a Plan B and a Plan C. 
On this view, one need not hold that each and every instance of evil leads 
to some “greater good”; on the contrary, there are evils that are not desired 
or approved by God, and that make the world, on balance, less good than it 
would be without them. Yet God is able—through “Plan B” or “Plan C,” if 
necessary—to overcome evil and to attain the ultimate divine purposes. In 
this way it is argued that open theism is in a better position than any other 
version of traditional theism to respond to this important problem. 

Like the other views considered, open theism has met with opposition 
and criticism. Theological determinists are even more harshly critical of 
open theism than of Molinism and simple foreknowledge, because it loosens 
further the absolute control by God they consider to be essential. Molinists 
sometimes claim that the divine risk taking postulated by open theism is 
morally intolerable: if God could not be guaranteed the precise outcome of 
divine creative activity, God would not have created at all. Open theists reply 
that God does not take risks for their own sake, but for the sake of the very 
great good that is made possible through God’s generous act of creation. 
Another criticism is that open theism cannot account for predictive prophecy, 
in which a prophet is inspired by God to announce what will take place in 
the future. (It should be noted that, if the argument in the previous section 
is correct, this objection applies also to simple foreknowledge and to divine 
timeless knowledge.) Open theists reply that much prophecy is conditional; 
God states what will happen if human beings act in certain ways. Other 
prophecy is based on existing trends and tendencies in the world, while in 
still other cases God announces what he intends to bring about in ways that 
do not depend on the actions of humans. 

Process theists, on the other hand, criticize open theism because it 
retains the traditional doctrines of divine omnipotence and creation ex ni- 
hilo, which they have rejected. And they believe that, because of these doc- 
trines, open theism has serious difficulties with the problem of evil.* 

Many of the criticisms are motivated by the departure of open theism 
from theological tradition. That there is such a departure, with respect to 
comprehensive divine foreknowledge, cannot be denied; how seriously this 
counts against the view is itself a theological question and cannot be pur- 
sued here.** Sometimes it is alleged that open theism, like process theism, is 
unable to guarantee the fulfillment of God’s plan even in the most general 
respects. To this open theists reply that the power of God on their view is ex- 
actly the same as that postulated by Calvinism and Molinism, and this power 
is sufficient for God to be able to fulfill the divine purposes. 

As already noted, the different views of divine action considered here 
are connected with topics that are central to the religious lives of a great 
many believers—for example, evil and miracles. At the same time, they are 
the focus of some of the most complex arguments in all of philosophy of 
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religion. For both reasons, these differing perspectives seem destined to 
be the topic of continuing discussion and controversy for the foreseeable 
future. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1 


Does it seem to you to be important for religious faith that God is able to act in 
the world? Why, or why not? 


2. Are you aware of any events in which it seems to you that God has acted? If so, 
describe. 


3. Is itan advantage or a disadvantage for religion to limit God’s action to the exer- 
cise of “persuasive power,” as is done by process theism? 


4, Explain the difference between the libertarian conception of free will and the 
compatibilist conception. 


5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of affirming that God determines 
everything that occurs in the world? 


6. Does it seem plausible to you that there are truths about what persons would 
freely choose to do in circumstances that never actually arise (the “counterfactu- 
als of freedom,” as posited by Molinism)? 


7. Does the high degree of control over human actions assumed by Molinism jeop- 
ardize a genuine personal relationship between human beings and God? 


8. If it should turn out that it is logically impossible for there to be both compre- 
hensive divine knowledge of the future and genuine free will for human beings, 
which is more important? 


9. What is your evaluation of the argument claiming that comprehensive divine 
foreknowledge is incompatible with libertarian free will for human beings? 
Does the argument based on “hard and soft facts” provide a sufficient answer? 


10. Is it more important to see God as closely related to the world (as in open theism), 
or to see God as having tight control over events in the world (as in Calvinism)? 


NOTES 


1. The “entities” in view here are those items that possess some degree of inherent 
unity, as opposed to mere aggregates—molecules, cells, and organisms, but not 
stones or bodies of water. 


2. On the assumptions of process thought, God could not have brought into existence 
beings with the positive potentials of humans, but lacking the human capacity for 
evil. God could, however, have refrained from guiding the development of life in 
such a way that creatures with human-like potential would appear. 


3. David Basinger, “Middle Knowledge and Classical Christian Thought,” Religious 
Studies 22 (1986), 416 [reprinted in Michael Peterson, William Hasker, Bruce 
Reichenbach, and David Basinger, eds., Philosophy of Religion: Selected Readings, 4th 
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) (hereinafter PRSR 4e), Part 8]. 
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4, Historically speaking, a better name for the view might be “Augustinianism,” 
after Augustine of Hippo, who seems to have been the first to clearly formulate 
such a view. Thomas Aquinas is sometimes interpreted as a theological determinist, 
although this is in dispute. Theological determinism is characteristic of Sunni 
Muslims, and of their greatest theologian, Al-Ghazali. (Shiite Muslims, on the other 
hand, affirm libertarian free will.) 


5. They sometimes say also that the power of God is lessened if libertarian freedom 
is accepted, but this is a mistake. The difference concerns how God has chosen to 
exercise the divine power—in particular, what sort of freedom God has bestowed on 
creatures—and not the power itself, which is precisely the same for theological deter- 
minists and their opponents. 


6. Paul Helm, The Providence of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 
198. 


7. Robert M. Adams, “Middle Knowledge and the Problem of Evil,” in R. M. Adams, 
The Virtue of Faith and Other Essays in Philosophical Theology (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 77 [an excerpt is in PRSR 4e, Part 8]. 


8. So termed because God’s knowledge of the “counterfactuals of freedom” (see 
below), which are the primary content of God’s “middle knowledge,” is in a sense 
intermediate between God's “natural knowledge” of all the necessary truths, and 
God’s “free knowledge” of truths that depend on God’s own actions. The counterfac- 


tuals are logically contingent, yet outside of God’s control. 


9, Strictly speaking, these are truths about the uninstantiated essences of persons, not 
about the persons themselves, who by hypothesis do not exist. 


10. Actually, the propositions in question also cover choices that are actually made. 
Because of this, the more correct term for them would be “subjunctive conditionals 
of freedom.” But “counterfactuals of freedom” is the label that has stuck. 


11. It is, of course, merely a manner of speaking when we describe God as taking 
an extended time to make up his mind on something: for God, the whole process is 
instantaneous. But no harm is done, in this case, by speaking anthropomorphically. 


12. How pleased God is with the result will depend on the counterfactuals God had 
to work with in the creation situation. Conceivably, God might have found the coun- 
terfactuals that are actually true quite unfavorable to the divine creative purposes. 
It might be, then, that God settled on a world that (although it was one of the best 
available to God) was nevertheless just barely worth creating—only a little better 
than no world at all. Those who actually affirm Molinism, however, seem to take a 
much more optimistic view of the situation. 


13. An amusing (though no doubt unintended) example of this is supplied by a tel- 
evision commercial. A fan is watching a live football game on a set equipped with 
a digital recorder. Just as the kicker is approaching the ball to attempt a crucial field 
goal, the viewer jumps up, hits the “hold” button, and heads out the door. At a neigh- 
borhood church, he spends a number of minutes in fervent prayer. Then he returns 
to his set, hits the “play” button, and raises his arms in triumph as the ball sails 
through the goal posts. According to Molinism, it could very well be that the kick 
was successful because of the fan’s prayer! 


14. Divine Providence, 118. 

15. The range of control is less complete for Molinism, because the variety of responses 
God can elicit from us is limited by the counterfactuals of freedom. The security of 
control, on the other hand, is exactly the same: God can be absolutely certain of our 
responding to any situation in exactly the way God has planned for us to respond. 


16. William Wainwright, a philosopher who is himself inclined to accept Molinism, 
nevertheless writes, “Calvinism appears to imply that God is the author of sin and 
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that His counsels, exhortations, and commands are sometimes deceptive. I have ar- 
gued that [Jonathan] Edwards is correct in thinking that Arminianism has similar 
implications” (“Theological Determinism and the Problem of Evil: Are Arminians 
Any Better Off?” International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion 50:1-3 (December 
2001), 93). It should be noted that the “Arminians” mentioned here are assumed to 
believe in middle knowledge. 


17. See, for example, David Basinger, The Case for Freewill Theism (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1996), 39-48. 


18. According to the branch of logic that deals with counterfactual propositions, “In 
circumstances C, agent A might do X” is the contradictory of “In circumstances C, 
agent A would refrain from doing X.” 


19. William Hasker, God, Time, and Knowledge, 69. 


20. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, tr. Fathers of the English Dominican 
Province, 2nd ed. (London: Burnes, Oates & Washbourne, 1920), I, 14, 13, reply obj. 3. 


21. As before, the description of God as making decisions in a temporal framework 
is merely an aid to the imagination, not to be taken literally. 


22. See David Hunt, “The Providential Advantage of Divine Foreknowledge,” in 
Kevin Timpe, ed., Arguing About Religion (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 
374-385, and David Hunt, “The Simple Foreknowledge View,” in J. Beilby and P. 
Eddy, eds. God's Foreknowledge and Human Freedom: Four Views (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 65-103. Also Alexander R. Pruss, “Prophecy Without 
Middle Knowledge,” Faith and Philosophy 24 (2007). 

For a critique that attempts to retain some providential benefit for simple fore- 
knowledge, see William Hasker, “Why Simple Foreknowledge Is Still Useless (In 
Spite Of David Hunt And Alex Pruss),” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 
52 (2009), 537-544. [Hunt’s response can be found on pp. 545-550.] See also William 
Hasker, Providence, Evil, and the Openness of God (London: Routledge, 2004), 188-193. 


23. See Dean Zimmerman, “The Providential Usefulness of Simple Foreknowledge,” 
presented at the Talbot Theological Seminary Graduate Conference (April 2011). 


24. Thomas C. Oden, The Living God, Systematic Theology: Volume One (San Francisco: 
Harper, 1987), 306. Oden is not an open theist and has been quite critical of this view 
of God, but on this central point, he is in agreement with open theism against its 
alternatives. 


25. For an argument that open theism is approximately on a par with process the- 
ism in this regard, see William Hasker, “The Problem of Evil in Process Theism and 
Classical Free Will Theism,” Process Studies 29:2 (Fall/Winter 2000), 194-208. 


26. Some orthodox Christians see this departure from tradition as a strong reason 
to reject the view, while others view it as a relatively minor deviation from tradition 
that does not pose a serious problem. Included in the latter group are philosophers 
such as Peter Geach, J. R. Lucas, and Richard Swinburne, and theologians such as 
John Polkinghorne, Walter Brueggemann, and Jurgen Moltmann. 
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CHAPTER 9 


THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 


Is there Evidence Against 
God's Existence? 





Bie Wiesel’s (b. 1928) novel Night portrays a chilling scene of his family 


being unloaded from boxcars along with other Jewish prisoners at 


Auschwitz: 


The cherished objects we had brought with us thus far were left behind in 
the train, and with them, at last, our illusions. 

Every two yards or so an SS man held his tommy gun trained on us. 
Hand in hand we followed the crowd. 

An SS noncommissioned officer came to meet us, a truncheon in his 
hand. He gave the order: 

“Men to the left! Women to the right!” 

Eight words spoken quietly, indifferently, without emotion. Eight 
short, simple words....I had not had time to think, but already I felt the 
pressure of my father’s hand: we were alone. ...Tzipora held Mother’s hand. 
I saw them disappear into the distance; my mother was stroking my sister’s 
fair hair, as though to protect her, while I walked on with my father and 
the other men. And I did not know that in that place, at that moment, I was 
parting from my mother and Tzipora forever! 


Wiesel’s story of the pain, suffering, and death in the Nazi death camp stag- 


gers the imagination. 
Evil in the world is often cited as the primary reason why many people 


have difficulty believing in a God who is loving and powerful, and even 
why some believers encounter a crisis of faith. Theologian Eugene Borowitz 


(1924-2000) writes of the Holocaust: 


Any God who could permit the Holocaust, who could remain silent during 
it, who could “hide His face” while it dragged on, was not worth believing 
in. There might well be a limit to how much we could understand about 


e 178 à 


The Problem of Evil 179 


Him, but Auschwitz demanded an unreasonable suspension of under- 
standing. In the face of such great evil, God, the good and the powerful, 
was too inexplicable, so men said “God is dead.” 


Whether encountered in the indescribable horror of the Holocaust, the ter- 
rorist destruction of life at the World Trade Center buildings, unrelenting 
hunger in underdeveloped countries, or the desperate suffering of terminal 
cancer patients—the presence of evil cannot be ignored. Evil in one form or 
another touches us all. Some people believe that no one has the intellectual 
right to believe in God unless she can somehow square that belief with the 
existence of evil. 

Although every major worldview, whether religious or secular, has 
some explanation for the phenomenon of evil, the problem of evil in Western 
philosophy has historically revolved around the view of Christian theism. 
Its claims about the perfect moral goodness and lofty purposes of God lead 
many people to expect that the world would be quite different than it is with 
respect to the evil it contains. It is not surprising, then, that the problem of 
evil is at the heart of countless philosophical and theological discussions 
about the existence of God. In fact, many thinkers believe that this is actually 
the most potent rational objection to theistic belief, what German theologian 
Hans Küng (b. 1923) has called “the rock of atheism.”* Just as Chapter 5 ex- 
plored the major arguments for the existence of God, this chapter consid- 
ers the problem of evil as making a significant case against the existence of 
God. 

Most discussions of the problem do not begin with a precise definition of 
evil but instead assume that a broad, commonsense notion of evil is widely 
understood. Proceeding in this fashion supposedly avoids introducing bias 
formed by some prior theory of evil. After all, even though people may dif- 
fer on the definition of evil, they agree widely on what states of affairs count 
as being evil. In philosophical parlance, they agree on the set of instances to 
which the term “evil” applies, but may disagree vigorously on what it implies. 
The class of situations to which the term evil applies includes, at the very 
least, extreme pain, the suffering of innocents, physical deformities, psy- 
chological abnormalities, character defects, injustice, and natural catastro- 
phes. We may legitimately characterize such phenomena as “negative” or 
“destructive,” because such characterizations are minimal and do not taint 
further examination of the problem. 

It is also helpful to classify evils into two broad categories: moral evil 
and natural evil. The category of moral evil contains the wrongful and hurtful 
acts as well as the bad character traits of free human beings: actions such 
as murdering, lying, and stealing, and traits such as dishonesty, greed, and 
cowardice. Persons can be held morally accountable for all of these things. 
The category of natural evil covers the physical pain and suffering that re- 
sult from either impersonal forces or unintentional human actions. Included 
here are the terrible pain and death caused by events like floods, fires, and 
famines as well as suffering and loss caused by diseases like cancer, tetanus, 
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and AIDS; defects, deformities, and disabilities like blindness, deafness, and 
insanity must also be listed among natural evils. 


THE LOGICAL PROBLEM OF EVIL 


Statements such as those from Wiesel and Borowitz are familiar in traditional 
discussions of God and evil. Yet, among analytic philosophers, there have 
been various technical formulations of the objection from evil, making it more 
accurate to speak of the problems of evil rather than of a single problem. It is 
now common to distinguish two distinct formulations developed by profes- 
sional philosophers: the logical problem and the evidential problem. A “problem” 
for present purposes is simply an argument whose premises have credibility 
and whose conclusion is troublesome for the person considering it. 

Throughout a large portion of the twentieth century, the problem was 
constructed in terms of what became known as the logical version of the 
problem of evil. The essential point of this argument is that there is an incon- 
sistency between certain theistic claims about God and evil. J. L. Mackie 
(1917-1981) writes that “here it can be shown, not that religious beliefs lack 
rational support, but that they are positively irrational, that the several parts 
of the essential theological doctrine are inconsistent with one another.” The 
putative difficulty is straightforward: the theist affirms both that 


1. An omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God exists 
and that 
2. Evil exists in the world. 


Mackie and other critics insist that these two statements are logically incon- 
sistent with each other, that they both cannot be true. If the two statements 
are indeed inconsistent, then it is irrational to believe both. A viewpoint that 
includes an inconsistency must be rejected. Here, of course, the viewpoint is 
theism. If the critic is correct, then the theist has made a serious logical mis- 
take and must relinquish at least one of the statements in the inconsistent 
pair. 

Of course, it is not immediately obvious that a statement asserting the 
existence of God is inconsistent with a statement asserting the existence of 
evil. If there is a contradiction between them, it must be implicit rather than 
explicit, putting the burden on the critic to show exactly how the contradic- 
tion arises. Critics say that some additional statements—or “quasi-logical 
rules,” as Mackie calls them—are needed to make the contradiction explicit. 
Some additional statements that have been suggested include the following: 
that an omniscient being knows how to eliminate evil; that an omnipotent 
being has the power to eliminate evil; that a perfectly good being will want 
to or have an obligation to eliminate evil; that evil is not logically necessary; 
and so forth. These statements more completely specify the meaning of key 
terms. The critic reasons that if God has the knowledge, power, and desire 
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to eliminate evil, and if evil is not necessary, then no evil whatsoever should 
exist. For the critic, these supplementary statements complete the logical 
reasoning to show that the theist’s claim both that God exists and that evil 
exists is inconsistent 

Theistic philosopher Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) is well known for his 
attempt to rebut the charge of inconsistency. His Free Will Defense offers a 
way of proving the consistency of the relevant theistic claims. Because the 
critic alleges that it is logically impossible that both God and evil exist, the 
theistic defender must show that it is logically possible. In other words, the de- 
fender must show that both claims can be true, although he need not show 
that they are in fact true. This strategy must be seen a defense, as a way of 
showing that the critique is not victorious; it is not an attempt to provide 
a theodicy, which is an explanation of God and the universe in a way that 
justifies God’s permission of evil. Leaving fuller discussion of the distinc- 
tion between defense and theodicy for later in this chapter, let us consider 
the Plantinga’s main approach. As Plantinga indicates, the general strategy 
for proving consistency between any two statements whatsoever (say, a and 
b) involves finding a third statement (c) that is possibly true, consistent with 
a, and in conjunction with a implies the second statement. Of course, c need 
not be true or known to be true; it need not even be plausible. What the 
Free Will Defender must do therefore is to find a statement that meets these 
conditions.” 

Plantinga thinks that the ideas of contemporary logicians about possible 
worlds suggest a method for discovering the needed statement. A possible 
world is simply a total possible state of affairs, a total possible way things 
could have been. Plantinga’s search for the third key statement begins with 
a description of a possible world, a brief scenario of human freedom in rela- 
tion to divine omnipotence: 


A world containing creatures who are sometimes significantly free (and 
freely perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being 
equal, than a world containing no free creatures at all. Now God can cre- 
ate free creatures, but he cannot cause or determine them to do only what is 
right. For if he does so, then they are not significantly free after all; they do 
not do what is right freely. To create creatures capable of moral good, there- 
fore, he must create creatures capable of moral evil; and he cannot leave 
these creatures free to perform evil and at the same time prevent them 
from doing so. God did in fact create significantly free creatures; but some 
of them went wrong in the exercise of their freedom: this is the source of 
moral evil. The fact that these free creatures sometimes go wrong, however, 
counts neither against God’s omnipotence nor against his goodness; for he 
could have forestalled the occurrence of moral evil only by excising the 
possibility of moral good.® 


The requisite statement can now be extracted from the heart of this story: 


God is omnipotent and it was not within his power to create a world con- 
taining moral good but no moral evil. 
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The claim here is that it is possible (or possibly true) that 
God would create a world of free creatures who choose to do evil. 


In other words, for any world God might create, populated by whatever free 
creatures, it is not within God’s power to bring it about that those signifi- 
cantly free creatures never go wrong.’ This new statement, together with one 
asserting the existence of God, implies that evil possibly exists. It can now 
be seen to be possible for God to exist and for evil to exist. Thus, the critic’s 
charge—that it is not possible for God and evil to exist—is refuted. 

J. L. Mackie, Antony Flew (1923-2010), and other critics raise a formi- 
dable objection to Plantinga’s ploy. Arguing that it is logically possible that 
there be a world containing significantly free creatures who always do what 
is right and that God’s omnipotence is the power to bring about any logi- 
cally possible state of affairs, they conclude that God could indeed have cre- 
ated a world containing free creatures who always do what is right. There is 
surely no contradiction in the description of such a situation. If the critics are 
right about this, then the Free Will Defense is mistaken. As Mackie queries, 
“why could [God] not have made men such that they always freely choose 
the good?”’ After all, God is all-powerful. 

Plantinga’s reply to Mackie’s objection involves sophisticated reasoning 
about the logic of omnipotence and freedom that is reminiscent of certain 
points discussed in Chapters 7 and 8. Plantinga’s reasoning about such mat- 
ters exhibits more clearly the force of the Free Will Defense. Many thinkers, 
both theistic and nontheistic, accept the standard definition of omnipotence as 
the power to bring about any state of affairs the description of which is not logically 
self-contradictory. This definition is quite naturally taken to mean that there 
are no nonlogical limits to what an omnipotent being can do. Hence, God has 
the ability to bring about any intrinsically possible state of affairs. Thus, he has 
the ability to bring about, for example, white polar bears and pieces of paper 
that are triangular because they are intrinsically possible; but he could not 
bring about married bachelors and square circles because they are intrinsi- 
cally impossible.’ 

At this point, Plantinga introduces a distinction in the discussion of the 
logical limits on omnipotence by pointing out that there are states of affairs 
that are possible in themselves (i.e., intrinsically) but that are not possible for 
God to bring about. To establish this point he argues for a particular under- 
standing of the logic of free will. If a person is free with respect to an action, 
then whether she performs or refrains from performing that action is up to 
her, not God. Although a world in which all persons always freely do what 
is right is certainly possible, it is not a state of affairs that was within God's 
power to create; all of the free creatures in that world would have to help 
bring it about by their own choices. The Free Will Defender insists that God 
cannot determine the actions of free persons. 

However, Mackie and Flew counter by saying that such insistence is 
based on an incompatibilist view of freedom (the position that free will and 
determinism are logically incompatible), whereas they adopt a compatibilist 
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view (the position that free will and determinism, either physical or divine, 
are logically compatible)."° The compatibilist typically holds that a person is 
free in that, if she had chosen to do otherwise than she did, she would have 
done otherwise; but the compatibilist holds nonetheless that the person was 
determined to choose in precisely the way she did. According to compati- 
bilists, then, God could indeed have created a world containing moral good 
but no moral evil. In such a world, persons could have chosen, say, to per- 
form only right actions, although all of their choices were determined. 

Plantinga responds that free will is not compatible with any form of 
determinism. Now, if incompatibilist freedom—often called libertarian 
freedom—is the case, then this means that God could not create just any 
world he pleased. He explains that God thought it good to create a world 
containing significantly free creatures, beings who, like himself, are centers 
of creative activity. Plantinga defines very precisely the concept of signifi- 
cant freedom that functions in the Free Will Defense: “A person is free with 
respect to an action A at a time ¢ only if no causal laws and antecedent con- 
ditions determine either that he performs A at t or that he refrains from so 
doing." If this is an acceptable definition of freedom, then the Free Will 
Defense stands. Morally significant freedom is not compatible with any form 
of determinism. So, while it is possible that there be a world containing only 
moral good and no moral evil, whether such a world exists is actually up to 
the free creatures who inhabit that world and not up to God. 

The compatibilist-incompatibilist debate is an important exchange 
within the overall framework of the logical problem of evil. Other discus- 
sions have focused, for example, on the exact statement about evil that is 
selected to construct the inconsistency argument. As we have seen, the 
most popular form of the argument involves the claim that evil exists per 
se. However, some critics have admitted that perhaps the sheer existence of 
evil is not inconsistent with the existence of the theistic deity but have con- 
tended that the amount of evil in the world might well be. They argue that 
God could have created a world with less evil than the actual world pos- 
sesses. Plantinga responds that the Free Will Defense still applies and shows 
that possibly it is not within God's power to create a world containing less 
moral evil than the present world. 

Some other critics, who concede that God's existence and even a great 
amount of moral evil are compatible in a world with libertarian freedom, 
have still maintained that natural evil is inconsistent with the existence of 
God. Although God must respect free will, they argue, he need not allow 
blind, physical forces to harm people. Plantinga counters that possibly what 
we call natural evils are due to the actions of significantly free but nonhuman 
persons (e.g, rebellious spirits). Thus, the Free Will Defense still applies. 
Interestingly, some philosophers have misunderstood Plantinga as claim- 
ing that there are in fact such rebellious spirits, whereas he is only claiming 
that their possibility is sufficient to rebut the argument that God and natural 
evils are inconsistent.” He is simply being persistent in applying the logic of 
the Free Will Defense. 
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THE EVIDENTIAL PROBLEM OF EVIL 


Although the logical problem of evil marks an important phase of the on- 
going debate, during the 1980s, discussion turned increasingly to the eviden- 
tial problem. Although it was generally agreed that Plantinga, Keith Yandell 
(b. 1938), and other theistic philosophers had cast serious doubt on all for- 
mulations of the logical problem, many nontheistic critics were convinced 
that evil still presents a serious threat to theistic belief. The evidential problem 
of evil is essentially a challenge to theists to square their belief in God with 
the facts of evil in the world. Their allegation is not that theism is internally 
inconsistent but that it is implausible. Their argument rests not on a matter of 
logic but on the issue of whether theism provides a reasonable explanation 
of the facts of evil. A number of nontheistic philosophers—Edward Madden 
(1925-2006), Peter Hare (1935-2008), Michael Martin (b. 1932), Wesley Salmon 
(1925-2001), and William Rowe (b. 1931)—issued their own versions of an 
evidential argument.” 

Wesley Salmon offered an early attempt to construct an evidential ar- 
gument based on probability theory. Focusing on the traditional design 
argument, which claims that the universe must have been produced by an 
intelligent agent, Salmon contended that this universe is not what we would 
antecedently expect of a being who is extremely intelligent, benevolent, and 
powerful. In various contemplated scenarios of what kind of universe this 
ultimate being would create, only a very few scenarios have the kind of in- 
explicable and apparently pointless evils of which we are aware. This line 
of reasoning rests explicitly on a statistical (or frequency) theory of probability. 
Assumptions are made regarding prior probabilities in relation to the con- 
cept of God such that actual evils can be construed as negative evidence 
against the hypothesis that the theistic God exists. This argument is known 
as the probabilistic problem of evil; its conclusion is that evil makes it improbable 
or unlikely that God exists. 

Plantinga responded that no extant theory of probability—statistical, 
or personalist, or logical—can be used to construct a viable argument from 
evil. Among the obstacles for such approaches are the inherent troubles in 
modern probability studies generally (e.g, the lack of any clear criterion for 
judging the probability of one statement on the basis of another), as well as 
the tendency of critics to let their own presuppositions affect their assign- 
ment of prior probabilities (e.g, the assessment of how antecedently likely 
it is that the God of theism would create a world with the evil this one con- 
tains). Nancy Cartwright (b. 1944) also responded to Salmon, saying that 
a statistical approach is completely inappropriate to treating metaphysical 
issues. Although many thinkers came to agree that Salmon’s proposal was 
flawed, most nontheistic critics remained convinced that a serious statement 
of the evidential problem of evil was within their reach. Surely, a broadly in- 
ductive (nondemonstrative) argument could be formulated to show that it is 
more rational, given the evidence of evil, to believe that God does not exist. 
And the strongest evidence would not be the sheer existence of evil, because 





The Problem of Evil 185 


some evil seems subject to reasonable theistic explanation. Instead, the prima 
facie evidence becomes instances of evil for which there seems to be no good 
explanation. Of course, there is a background assumption at work to the 
effect that an acceptable theistic explanation would be one that construed 
the evils in question as necessary to some greater good. If no such good can 
be identified, then surely it is reasonable to think that the evils in question 
are pointless or gratuitous. We will have more to say about this later. 

In such a formulation of the evidential argument, theism is treated as 
a large-scale metaphysical hypothesis or explanatory theory that implies 
specific consequences for the way the world should be. If theism is true, 
then we would expect the world to turn out a certain way. Of course, 
complex global hypotheses seldom directly imply definite consequences 
unless they are augmented by additional assumptions. In the present 
case, the theistic hypothesis (i.e. that a certain kind of deity exists) must 
be supplemented by other assumptions. One of these assumptions, which 
theists as well as nontheists typically accept, is that God would prevent 
or eliminate the existence of any pointless or meaningless evil. William Rowe 
states that such a claim “seems to express a belief that accords with our 
basic moral principles, principles shared by both theists and nontheists.”” 
Terence Penelhum writes: “It is logically inconsistent for a theist to admit 
the existence of a pointless evil.” On this basis, critics reason that, if God 
exists, we should expect no pointless or meaningless evil in the universe. 
Yet pointless or meaningless evil does appear to exist; the grounds are 
very impressive for believing that it does. Critics conclude, then, that the- 
ism does not adequately explain the way things are, and that it is unlikely 
that God exists. 

The efforts of William Rowe in formulating an effective evidential 
argument—and refining it through several revisions—are worth serious 
discussion. Let us consider his original 1979 argument, although technical 
discussion of the revisions is beyond the scope of this book: 


1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omnis- 
cient being could have prevented without thereby losing some greater good 
or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 


(FACTUAL PREMISE) 


2. An omnipotent, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of any 
intense suffering it could, unless it could not do so without thereby losing 
some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 


(THEOLOGICAL PREMISE) 


3. Therefore there does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good 
being.” 


(CONCLUSION) 
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Early in the discussion, the cases of Bambi and Sue were used to support the 
Factual Premise: the fawn that suffered and died in a forest fire and the five- 
year-old girl who was horribly abused and beaten to death by her mother’s 
drunken boyfriend. 

If the logic of the evidential argument is correct, then debate over it 
naturally turns to the truth or rational grounds of its premises. Typically, 
both theists and nontheists think that the key to the success of the argu- 
ment centers on its factual premise: the claim that pointless evil exists. Keith 
Yandell, a theist, writes that “the crucial question is whether it is certain, or 
at least more probable than not, that there is unjustified evil, whether natural 
or moral.””° Rowe agrees that whether the theist can overturn the eviden- 
tial argument depends on finding “some fault with its [factual] premise.””" 
Theists who try to rebut the factual premise divide into two camps: those 
who think we can know it to be false and those who hold that we cannot 
know it to be true. Of course, each of these approaches has elicited rejoinders 
from nontheistic critics, making the continuing debate very interesting and 
important. 

Many theists embrace some sort of greater-good approach to responding 
to the challenge from evil. They embrace some theory or element of a theory 
describing what sorts of greater goods are connected to what sorts of evils 
(e.g, suffering builds character, provides meaningful contrast to the good, 
etc.). Traditionally, such a theory is called a theodicy, which literally means a 
justification of the ways of God. We classify and survey important theodicies 
in a later section of this chapter. In any event, critics usually respond to the- 
odicies by citing difficult cases of evil that serve as counterexamples to the 
claim that evils are necessary to the envisioned goods. Rowe asserts, “There 
exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient being 
could have prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permit- 
ting some evil equally bad or worse.”” Drawing from the fawn example, he 
says, “There does not appear to be any greater good such that the preven- 
tion of the fawn’s suffering would require either the loss of that good or the 
occurrence of an evil equally bad or worse.” The fawn’s tragic situation, 
then, is apparently pointless; it is unreasonable to believe that it serves any 
approvable purpose. Likewise in the case of the little girl. 


SKEPTICAL THEISM AS A RESPONSE 


One line of rebuttal that has become closely woven into the debate over the 
evidential argument has come to be known as the Skeptical Theist Defense. 
Theists who are “skeptical” in this context do not advance a positive the- 
odicy; instead they provide a defense by calling into question the epistemic 
grounds the nontheists would have for accepting the factual premise. Stephen 
Wykstra (b. 1949), William Alston (1921-2009), Dan Howard-Snyder (b. 1959), 
and Michael Bergmann (b. 1964) are well known for challenging Rowe's claim 
that it is reasonable to believe the factual premise and for forcefully arguing 
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that we cannot know it to be true or even probably true.” Let us briefly trace 
Wykstra’s approach. Wykstra denies that from the statement that “it does not 
appear that there are goods that justify the evil in question” we can conclude 
that “there are no such goods.” Wykstra is well known for his contention that 
accepting an appearance-claim in a given situation is warranted only when it is 
reasonable to believe that, given our cognitive faculties and our use of them, 
the truth of the claim would be discernible by us.” Explaining that God’s 
knowledge is infinitely higher than human knowledge, Wykstra concludes 
that it is not reasonable to think that if God knows some justifying good for a 
given evil we would be able know it or that it would be apparent to us—that 
is, that we would have “reasonable epistemic access” to God's perspective. 
Either God knows connections between known goods and evils that we do 
not perceive or God knows of goods that are beyond our comprehension: ei- 
ther way, on this point, God’s ways are placed beyond the power of finite 
minds to comprehend. This defensive strategy is based on a certain convic- 
tion about the cognitive limitations of finite humans when it comes to eval- 
uating how the infinite deity would handle goods and evils. In recognition 
of these cognitive limitations, a certain skepticism is urged: that we are not 
justified in thinking that evils have no point simply on the basis that they do 
not “appear” to us to have a point. 

In reply, Rowe reiterated that his argument targeted restricted theism (the 
claim that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good deity exists and cre- 
ated the world) and challenged Wykstra’s description of the infinite—finite 
contrast. Rowe claimed such information is not deducible from restricted 
theism alone but is unwittingly drawn from Wykstra’s preferred version of 
expanded theism (restricted theism conjoined with one or more additional 
claims from a particular religious tradition). Rowe contends that Wykstra 
has unwittingly smuggled in some claims about the inscrutability of di- 
vine purposes, the limitations of human cognition, and so on. So, Wykstra’s 
defense of restricted theism fails, although it might succeed as a defense 
of a particular version of expanded theism that contains those additional 
claims. 

A further point Rowe has made in response to the Skeptical Theist 
Defense is known as the good parent analogy. To set up the analogy, Rowe 
states that, even granting a wide gap between God's infinite understanding 
and finite human understanding, God is also supremely good, loving, and 
powerful. Similarly, a good parent would understand more than his or her 
child about some suffering that the parent permits the child to undergo, but 
the good parent would find ways to comfort and assure the child of his or 
her abiding presence throughout the suffering.” Rowe then argues that God, 
by contrast, typically seems distant, silent, even absent. For Rowe, the very 
probable fact of gratuitous evil coupled with divine hiddenness definitely 
tips the scales in favor of atheism. The theme of the religious ambiguity of 
life and the sense of divine hiddenness as a bleak fact of human existence 
were topics mentioned in Chapter 1 as deserving of careful study; but such 
study lies beyond the scope of this book.” 
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The discussion of the important factual premise and various ways of 
rejecting it may seem to many people to be ultimately inconclusive or to 
bring the parties to the debate to something of a rational stalemate. However, 
a stalemate—if that is the net result—still works to the advantage of the non- 
theist. After all, it is the theist who advances certain claims about the exist- 
ence and nature of God, and then encounters serious difficulties in showing 
how those claims make sense of some very serious evils. The nontheist is 
thereby warranted in urging that the evidential problem of evil greatly 
reduces the credibility of the theistic position. Of course, a total rational 
assessment of theism would have to take into account other criticisms as 
well as other positive supports, such as the traditional theistic arguments. 
However, since most nontheists think that the problem of evil is effective 
and that the traditional arguments are bankrupt or at least unconvincing, 
they claim to be justified in rejecting theism. 


CAN THEISTS ACCEPT THE FACTUAL PREMISE? 


Some theists—including William Hasker (b. 1935) and Michael Peterson 
(b. 1950)-—have advocated a different approach to rebutting the evidential 
argument from evil: to accept the Factual Premise and instead reject the 
Theological Premise.” These theists defend the Factual Premise on both phil- 
osophical and theological grounds. Along philosophical lines, they endorse the 
general reliability of our ordinary moral judgments, pointing out that most 
of us often and quite legitimately judge much evil in the world to be utterly 
pointless. And, for theological reasons, they support the Factual Premise 
by indicating that the theistic deity has created humankind with basically 
trustworthy rational and moral capabilities. Clearly, these theistic think 
ers embrace a version of expanded theism very different from Wykstra’s. 
According to their theistic position, the infinite—finite gap is not as wide 
as Wykstra thinks—and it may well be inconsistent for theists to urge so 
strongly that our human judgments regarding the gratuity of many evils are 
regularly and systematically mistaken. Although there is of course a cogni- 
tive distance between divine and human realms, the weight of human expe- 
rience of gratuity should be considered largely reliable. 

Theists who accept the Factual Premise must then find a way to re- 
ject the Theological Premise. They agree to the standard divine attributes 
employed in that premise but find reason to question the built-in assumption 
that God would not allow gratuitous or pointless evil. If these theists can 
convincingly argue that there is a place for pointless evils within a theistic 
conception of the world, then they stop the evidential argument from going 
through. Although the whole idea of a theistic universe in which there is 
genuine contingency—or openness to alternative outcomes—was explored 
in Chapter 8, we can here extend some of those considerations to provide 
a way of countenancing gratuitous evil. A starting place is to acknowledge 
the full import of what it means to have free will. If the range of free choices 
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available to creatures is to be really significant rather than trivial, then crea- 
tures must be capable of the highest goods as well as the most terrible evils. 
For God to limit the possibility of very serious evils is also to delimit the 
possibilities of great goods. So, significant freedom involves even the ability 
to bring about utterly meaningless evils, a risk inherent in God’s program 
for humanity. 

To be precise, the argument here is not that the actuality of many evils is 
necessary to any greater goods; many goods presumably could have existed 
without these evils being actual. Instead, the argument is that the possibility 
of many evils, including evils that may not be connected to a greater good, 
is indeed necessary to the preservation of significant free will. So, many 
evils in a theistic universe conceived this way may be genuinely gratuitous. 
According to this line of reasoning, the assumption shared by many the- 
ists as well as their nontheistic critics—that God would not allow gratui- 
tous evil—can be rejected. Some have called this assumption the Principle 
of Meticulous Providence.” But when the principle is rejected, then the 
Theological Premise as typically interpreted must be rejected as well. As a 
consequence, evils that appear to be gratuitous or pointless do not count as 
evidence against theism. Thus, the theistic position that acknowledges the 
possibility of gratuitous evils need not succumb to the evidential argument. 


DEFENSE AND THEODICY 


We have learned a lot from the discussions of the logical and evidential prob- 
lems of evil. We have seen how evil lends itself to being incorporated into 
various types of arguments against the God of theism. We have also clarified 
the distinction between two types of response, defense and theodicy. Defense 
aims at establishing that a given formulation of the argument from evil 
fails—at first it was the logical formulation and later the evidential. Theodicy, 
by contrast, offers an account or explanation of why God allows suffering 
and evil. The sketch of this history is easy to draw. Plantinga, as we know, 
designed the Free Will Defense to prove that the logical argument does 
not show theism to be inconsistent. As the success of his defensive efforts 
against the logical argument became increasingly accepted, theistic critics 
began to explore whether some kind of evidential argument would still be 
viable. The development of serious evidential arguments by nontheists has 
prompted various theistic responses, but the theistic respondents disagree 
over whether defense or theodicy is the best strategy. 

As nontheistic critics proposed different versions of an evidential ar- 
gument from evil, some theists followed with defensive rejoinders against 
those versions. In response to Salmon’s probabilistic formulation, for ex- 
ample, Plantinga argues that theism is not improbable. And, in response 
to Rowe’s widely discussed evidential formulation, Skeptical Theists argue 
that the key Factual Premise cannot be known to be true or even probably 
true. We can see that defensive strategies for evidential arguments attempt 
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to show that such arguments are unsuccessful in establishing that theism is 
improbable, unlikely, or implausible. However, these strategies do not aspire 
to the more positive task of offering credible reasons to think that theism has 
resources to make good sense of suffering and evil. 

Actually, the intense interest in defense shown by some theists fits very 
well with the orientation of Reformed epistemology discussed in Chapter 6. 
As we saw, Reformed epistemology levels trenchant criticisms against the 
evidentialist and strong foundationalist assumptions about how our beliefs 
are justified. Quite obviously, these assumptions have shaped numerous 
discussions between theists and nontheists over the centuries. Additionally, 
Reformed epistemology supplies an alternative understanding for how 
beliefs are justified: under appropriate conditions, we may hold certain 
beliefs “basically,” without argument. So, a person could be rationally en- 
titled to believe in God if her belief were basic and, when pressed, she was 
able to offer a successful defense against objections to that belief, such as 
some version of the problem of evil. This orientation largely supports the 
view that theodicy is in principle unnecessary, that the theist is not rationally 
obligated to provide a theodicy in the face of evil. 

Another motivation for pure defense is implied by Wykstra’s argument 
from human cognitive limitations that is leveled against Rowe. As Rowe 
noted, Wykstra’s particular version of expanded theism stresses the immeas- 
urable gap between God’s infinite mind and finite human minds such that 
we cannot hope to know God’s reasons for permitting the evils that are so 
evident in our world. As long as theodicy is conceived as the task of speci- 
fying God’s reason for a given evil—say, an evil such as Rowe would cite— 
then it would seem that theodicy is a priori impossible.” So, if theodicy is not 
even possible, then the theist is ostensibly left with playing pure defense 
against the different arguments from evil. 

Not all agree that the enterprise of theodicy is hopeless. Clearly, tradi- 
tional theists and their critics believed that theodicy was indeed appropriate, 
as displayed by the existence of numerous classic theodicies and the equally 
numerous critiques of them. From Augustine (354-430) to Leibniz (1646- 
1716) to Richard Swinburne (b. 1934), we have received rich and sophisti- 
cated theodicies. On the other side of the ledger, we have rigorous criticisms 
by Voltaire (1694-1778), Hume (1711-1776), and Dostoevsky’s (1821-1881) Ivan 
that have become classic. Arguably, the two most prominent theodicists of 
recent times are John Hick (1922-2012) and Swinburne, both of whom artic- 
ulate a vision of a theistic universe, including its possibilities for evil and 
pain, as conducive to the creation of morally and spiritually mature persons. 
This kind of view has been vigorously criticized by nontheistic philosophers, 
such as Paul Draper (b. 1957).* 

Of course, theists who see the claim “God exists” as intimately con- 
nected to a whole web of theological claims that reflect a sophisticated un- 
derstanding of the divine purposes are more prone to think that theodicy 
is viable. Given that “God exists” is already invested with these very defi- 
nite understandings of the divine nature, attributes, and purposes, it already 
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implicitly contains some directions theodicy might take. After all, Rowe's 
point against Wykstra is that Wykstra unwittingly imports certain addi- 
tional theological commitments into his understanding of the central the- 
istic claim for which he crafted his defense. Simply reminding ourselves of 
Rowe’s point emphasizes the fact that restricted standard theism is not re- 
ally conceptually rich and fruitful enough to generate much theodicy. After 
all, theism is not a living religion but an important belief component of the 
larger belief system of some living religions, It is reasonable to think, then, 
that a minimal or restricted theism could yield, at best, a minimal theodicy. 
Likewise, it is reasonable to think that theodicy, if itis going to have a fighting 
chance, and if it is going to be interesting and important, will have to draw 
upon the full resources of its own religious tradition (its key doctrines, scrip- 
tures, insights and experiences of the believing community, etc.). Whether a 
thinking believer engages in theodicy to answer the critic or simply to reflect 
more deeply on her own religious beliefs, this appears to be a more com- 
plete assessment of the various sources from which ideas for theodicy may 
be drawn. And there is even room for an interesting difference of emphasis 
among particular theistic traditions, whether Christian, Jewish, or Islamic. 
Although the project of defense is relatively easy to characterize, the 
project of theodicy is somewhat more difficult. Issues regarding the nature, 
scope, and grounds of theodicy are all issues in metatheodicy. Theists disa- 
gree among themselves on some fine points, and nontheists have their own 
expectations for the burden that theodicy must bear. Is theodicy meant to 
suggest merely possible reasons for God's permission of evil or is it commit- 
ted to advancing plausible explanations for evil? Does the theodicist have 
the burden of providing God’s reasons for evil or simply of drawing out the 
implications of a given theological perspective? Must theodicy sketch a gen- 
eral theistic explanation, say, for whole classes of evils—or must it address 
individual cases? What role does moral theory—or even our general sense of 
life—play in the discussion of theodicy? These questions and others provide 
material for much discussion about the structure and role of theodicy. 


THEMES IN THEODICY 


A review of the classical and contemporary literature in theodicy reveals a 
number of recurring themes. These themes, which are generally thought to 
emerge from traditional theistic commitments, often figure into discussions 
of evil among nonphilosophers as well, suggesting that they have broad and 
enduring appeal. We devote attention to several of these themes here because 
some involve worthwhile insights and others make instructive mistakes. 
One approach that has a degree of uptake among some religious believ- 
ers at the level of popular culture is that evil is punishment for wrongdoing. 
For example, when the Old Testament patriarch Job experienced suffering, 
he was told by his “comforters” that he had sinned. They held the principle 
that, in a divinely ordered just universe, God rewards the righteous (with 
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health, wealth, and progeny) but punishes the wicked (with sickness, mis- 
fortune, and loss). Yet Job objected that he had not done anything wrong so 
as to deserve horrible suffering. Job was a kind of religious pioneer, pressing 
toward a vision of the world that is much more complex than his comfort- 
ers’ simplistic answer could grasp, a world in which the benefits and bur- 
dens of life are not equitably distributed and certainly not based on merit. In 
this kind of world, a person must have purer motivation for having faith in 
God than merely to earn reward or avoid punishment.” Besides, the punish- 
ment theory, when presented as a comprehensive theodicy, flirts with sheer 
absurdity in cases such as the death of innocent infants or the tragic destruc- 
tion of the population of an entire village. 

A very interesting, but more complicated, theme aimed at explaining 
evil is embodied in the claim that this is the best of all possible worlds. In 
the eighteenth century, Gottfried Leibniz reasoned this way: God is all- 
powerful and thus can create any possible universe; being perfect, God 
would want to create the very best possible universe; therefore, this uni- 
verse, with its evils, must still be the best one possible. Interestingly, there 
may be other possible worlds that contain less evil; but the main thrust 
here is that this world contains the optimal balance of good and evil com- 
mensurate with its being the best overall. Obviously, some goods are made 
possible only by the presence of evil (e.g., compassion is made possible by 
witnessing suffering; fortitude by hardship). This means that God had to 
weigh the total value of all possible worlds and create the one in which the 
evils contributed to that world’s being the very best one. Worlds with less 
evil as well as worlds with more evil, Leibniz argues, simply do not con- 
tain the exact entities and events, connected in the exact ways, that make 
this world the best.” 

Although best-of-all-possible-worlds theodicy invites sustained dis- 
cussion, several problems immediately surface. First, the concept of a best 
possible world may well be logically incoherent, just as the concept of the 
highest possible integer is logically incoherent. There simply is no end to the 
system of integers, so why would we think that there is some best possible 
world? Second, the Leibnizian approach seems to imply that our world is not 
capable of improvement, an implication that runs counter to our ordinary 
moral judgments. The third, and perhaps most serious, problem regards the 
question of why a good God chose to create a world at all, given that it had to 
have this much suffering. Put another way, why did God create this world, 
if he could not create a better one? In Brothers Karamazov, Ivan Karamazov 
recites a list of situations involving the torture and murder of small children 
to his brother Alyosha, recently a novice in a Russian Orthodox monastery 
and now sent out into the world. Then he presses a poignant question: “If 
you were God, would you have consented to create the present world if its 
creation depended upon the unexpiated tears of one tortured child crying in 
its stinking outhouse to ‘dear, kind God’? Alyosha is silent for a moment and 
then answers, “No, I wouldn't consent.” The implied point is that a morally 
good being would not create this world at all.*° 
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Another type of theme in theodicy is the ultimate harmony solution, 
which may be split into two distinct positions: first, all is well with the world 
from God's perspective; second, all will be well in the long run. The first approach 
can be supported by either of two characteristics attributed to deity. One is 
omniscience, God’s perfect knowledge. Since God’s knowledge of the world is 
complete, whereas human knowledge is limited and partial, only the divine 
judgment about the state of things is ultimately valid. After all, a musical 
chord heard in isolation may sound dissonant, but when heard in context 
it sounds harmonious. The analogy, then, is that only God sees how the to- 
tality of events in the world is constituted in a favorable way, while we puny 
humans cannot perceive this. The all’s-well approach, which has surfaced 
from time to time over the centuries in religious responses, obviously reflects 
much of the newer Skeptical Theist Defense that we have already considered. 
As already noted, it is unfortunate this approach seriously discounts and 
frustrates all human moral judgments, since they are always made from a 
finite human perspective. Although restricted theism entails the superiority 
of divine over human knowledge, various forms of expanded theism imply 
different ways to trace out the exact relationship between infinite and finite 
knowledge. As also noted earlier, some versions of Christian theism deny a 
drastic disconnect between divine and human knowledge and affirm that 
finite persons are creatures who bear God's image and can thereby make 
reasonably reliable moral judgments. 

The other divine attribute on which an all’s-well view is based is God’s 
moral perfection. This line of thought emphasizes the notion that God’s mo- 
rality is higher than human morality. So, even if we humans could see events 
of the world in a total context, we would not apply the same perfect moral 
standard as God would in appraising them. Theists who take this tack think 
that it defuses objections to belief in God based on what appear to be point- 
less, unjustified evils. In its strongest form, this position implies that God’s 
ways are so much “higher than our ways” that everything in the world is 
morally acceptable to God, even though it is not acceptable to many mor- 
ally sensitive human beings. Obviously, this position once again undercuts 
human moral judgments by implying that they must be systematically mis- 
taken. Nontheistic critics convincingly argue that, upon analysis, the con- 
cept of a higher divine morality becomes meaningless because we would not 
know what such a morality would be, let alone how it bolsters the theistic 
answer to the problem of evil. 

In a very frank condemnation of this theistic position, J. S. Mill (1806- 
1873) says that it makes God out to be a moral monster, one whose moral 
standards are totally incommensurate with our deepest moral convictions: 


In everyday life I know what to call right or wrong, because I can plainly 
see its rightness or wrongness. Now if a god requires that what I ordinarily 
call wrong in human behavior I must call right because he does it; or that 
what I ordinarily call wrong I must call right because he so calls it, even 
though I do not see the point of it; and if by refusing to do so, he can sen- 
tence me to hell, to hell I will gladly go.%* 
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Theists who perceive the force of such criticisms and who understand 
their own religious tradition as affirming a connection between human and 
divine morality do not rely on the higher morality theme. While asserting 
the perfection of God’s morality, they do not insist on complete discontinu- 
ity between divine and human moral standards. Indeed, they see the rea- 
sonableness of our fallible human moral judgments as giving traction to the 
problem of evil in the first place. 

The second approach—the all’s-well-that-ends-well strategy—does not 
claim that all evils are at present connected to greater goods. Instead this 
approach affirms that all evils will eventually result in greater goods, either 
in temporal life or in the afterlife. Although many criticisms of the all’s-well- 
in-God’s-sight position are also relevant to the all’s-well-that-ends-well posi- 
tion, a few additional concerns are also important. First, while there may be 
(or may not be) greater future goods to which present evils will be connected, 
it is far from clear how such future goods justify the present occurrence of 
those evils. How, for example, does the fact that a tragically orphaned child 
develops strong humanitarian motives and becomes a great surgeon in an 
underdeveloped part of the globe justify, morally speaking, the death of her 
parents at the hands of murderers? Or, how could the promised bliss and be- 
atitude of heaven justify the excruciating suffering of a cancer victim during 
earthly life? It is quite a conceptual jump from the notion of a good outweigh- 
ing an evil to the notion of compensating for an evil—and a very large jump 
to the notion of a good justifying the existence of an evil. In light of such dif- 
ficulties, many all-will-be-well advocates simply say that we humans, with 
our limited powers, do not know how future goods make up for present 
evils but that God’s inscrutable wisdom does. At the very least, there needs 
to be more serious discussion of the kind of moral theory that bears upon 
this issue before we can make full sense of what it means for a good to com- 
pensate for an evil or for a good to justify an evil. 

The preceding themes have found their way into some theodicies offered 
to alleviate the philosophical problem regarding the evils of the world. 
Nevertheless, it is helpful at this point to consider one theme that addresses 
specifically the problem of natural evil. Perhaps the most important solution 
to the problem of natural evil is known as the natural law explanation, which 
claims that, as part of his creative program, God brought about a natural 
order. A natural order is a world constituted by objects that behave accord- 
ing to physical laws. The operation of physical laws of all sorts, then, makes 
possible a host of natural benefits, such as physiological feelings of pleasure 
or even helpful warnings of pain. Furthermore, a generally stable and pre- 
dictable natural order supports a moral order in which rational deliberation 
and choice can take place and in which free choices can be carried out in 
action. But the possibility of natural evil is inherent in a natural system. The 
same water that quenches our thirst can also drown us; the same neurons 
that transmit pleasure can also transmit intense, unbearable pain. 

Critics of natural law theodicy, such as H. J. McCloskey (b. 1925), 
argue that God could greatly reduce or eliminate natural evils, either by 
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miraculously intervening in the present natural system or by creating an 
entirely different natural system.” Some theists, such as Richard Swinburne, 
point out the difficulties with either of these alternative proposals. For one 
thing, the notion of frequent divine intervention contradicts both the omni- 
attributes of God and the concept of a natural system.” After all, if God is 
omnipotent and omniscient, he would create a natural system in which he 
does not have to intervene frequently; if he is perfectly good, he would cre- 
ate a natural system that is good on the whole. Moreover, the very concept 
of a natural system implies that it is not frequently adjusted from outside 
the system, that it runs more or less of its own accord and would be ab- 
rogated by repeated divine intervention. Another element in this debate is 
the theistic counterclaim to the critic’s argument: that the critic cannot envi- 
sion with sufficient complexity and subtlety what a genuinely better natural 
system would be like.“ 

Now we must consider a theme in theodicy tailored specifically for the 
problem of moral evil, one that has been expressed on the scholarly as well 
as the popular levels. The theme of free will clearly predates Plantinga’s 
famous Free Will Defense and had actually been used as an ingredient in 
various traditional theodicies. As we have seen, Plantinga’s defensive ma- 
neuver rests on the claim that it is possible that God created persons with 
free will who chose moral evil. Free Will Theodicy, by contrast, is more di- 
rect in affirming free will: it is not merely possible, but it is actually true that 
God created significantly free beings who went wrong. Although God knew 
that free moral beings might willfully commit evil, God granted free will 
anyway because a world containing creatures with a meaningful range of 
free choice is more valuable than a world of automatons. This scenario rep- 
resents a very important element in the theistic vision of both the grandeur 
and the peril of being human. 

Nontheistic critics suggest a number of ways in which the free will ma- 
neuver needs further justification. For one thing, they ask for reasons to 
accept the incompatibilist view of free will that figures into the explanation of 
evil.” After all, there are several compatibilist views of the nature of free will. 
Even some critics who are willing to concede the incompatibilist assumption 
simply argue that God could have created free human beings with stronger 
dispositions toward right conduct than they actually have. Surely, doing this 
would have reduced much of the evil brought about by the misuse of free will. 
Theists typically respond that God has created humans with an inclination to- 
ward the good that is as strong as it can possibly be and still remain consistent 
with freedom of choice. Critics challenge that such a move seems ad hoc and 
that there is no reason to believe that this is so. And so the debate goes on. 

We could identify many other responses to the problem of evil, but most 
of them have either marginal or no importance to restricted theism or to 
major forms of expanded theism: evil as an illusion, evil as an absurd ele- 
ment inherent in created reality, evil as caused by demonic spirits, and so on. 
Indeed, when such responses have been offered, critics have subjected them 
to rigorous analysis and rebuttal. 
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SOME IMPORTANT GLOBAL THEODICIES 


In addition to identifying some specific themes that address the problem of 
evil, we can also identify broader, more complete explanations that weave 
together various selected themes in a broader narrative. These comprehen- 
sive explanations—or global theodicies—generally articulate a systematic 
vision of God’s ways with the universe. Three of these theodicies have be- 
come very important in the literature on evil and deserve closer examina- 
tion: Augustinian theodicy, Irenaean theodicy, and process theodicy. 

Augustinian theodicy, our first and still very popular approach to 
consider, traces back to the early Christian philosopher and theologian St. 
Augustine (354-430 c£). Augustine offered a Christian and theistic inter- 
pretation of reality that brings together several strands of thought. One of 
Augustine’s ideas was that the universe—that is, the whole of God’s cre- 
ation—is good. God creates only good things; thus every created thing, with 
no exceptions, is good in its essence. Evil, then, is not a thing, not an entity— 
nothing in existence is essentially evil. Metaphysically speaking, evil does 
not represent the positive existence of anything; rather, it is the lack of good, 
the privation of goodness.* Unlike God, who is eternal and unchangeable, 
the universe was created out of nothing (ex nihilo) and is mutable or changea- 
ble. For Augustine, this explains how its original goodness is corruptible and 
thus can manifest evil.” It is particularly the misuse of free will that allows 
the entry of sin or evil into human experience. Augustine understood the 
Christian doctrine of the Fall to specify that an originally perfect creation 
rebelled against God through Adam's transgression. Augustine goes on to 
explore how this original sin brought guilt and punishment upon the whole 
race, how believers will be redeemed by divine grace, and how human his- 
tory itself will climax in the establishment of God’s kingdom.” 

Clearly, the Augustinian-type theodicy dominated the collective imag- 
ination of Western Christendom from the fifth century cE onward and still 
provides background for many of the Christian answers to the problem of 
evil today. Yet it has been the subject of a great deal of scrutiny. Critics have 
charged, for example, that Augustine failed to solve the paradox that evil 
poses when juxtaposed to his own strong view of the sovereignty of God. 
Perhaps one of the most vexing questions is how, on his account, an origi- 
nally good and free creature, under sovereign divine control, can engage in 
sin. If human beings once enjoyed an ideal state or “golden age” in which 
there was no evil, how is it that they would ever choose to do evil? It is 
well known that, in the end, Augustine retreated into the “mystery of finite 
freedom.” 

A second, alternative approach to theodicy can be traced to Bishop 
Irenaeus (c. 130-c. 202 cr), a major thinker in early Eastern Christendom 
whose work reflects certain Greek influences and is distinctly different from 
the thinking of Augustine’s and the fathers of the Western church. John 
Hick, a modern-day proponent of his own rendition of Irenaean theodicy, 
explains that Adam and the original creation were innocent and immature 
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but were offered the opportunity of becoming good by loving God and 
fellow creatures. But it would be an error to think that original innocence 
can be equated with original perfection. Indeed, it is not clear that God can 
instantaneously create morally mature persons, since moral maturity al- 
most certainly requires the experience of grappling with temptation over 
time, and, according to some, actual participation in evil. Hence, evil as we 
know it must be explained not as a decline from a state of pristine purity 
and goodness but rather as an inevitable stage in the gradual evolution of 
the human race. 

Hick’s Irenaean-type approach is called soul-making theodicy because it 
paints a picture of God’s grand scheme of helping human beings become 
morally and spiritually mature. On this view, a special kind of environment 
is required for the whole soul-making process. An environment conducive 
to personal growth must be one in which there are real challenges, real op- 
portunities for the display of moral virtue, and real possibilities of express- 
ing faith. A major component of this environment is a community of moral 
agents who interact in special ways and even in a natural order of imper- 
sonal objects that operates independently of our wills. Obviously, in such 
conditions, there is the genuine risk of evil—of failure and ruin, suffering 
and injustice. Interestingly, Hick even deems it important that the world 
appear as if there is no God, and evil certainly plays an important role in 
forming this appearance. For Hick, the potentially atheistic appearance of 
the world creates “epistemic distance” between creature and creator, thus 
making room for genuine faith and trust in God. Actually, this point relates 
to the issues of the silence of God and the religious ambiguity of life that we 
discussed in Chapter 1. 

For Irenaean theodicy, God’s ultimate plan is the universal salvation 
of all persons. For those people who, for whatever reasons, depart mortal 
life without having achieved the proper degree of moral maturity, God pur- 
sues this same objective for them in the life to come, providing occasions for 
exercising love and trust until all persons are brought into proper relation to 
him. This affirmation of divine persistence completes the progressive, devel- 
opmental, and eschatological orientation of Irenaean theodicy.” 

Hick’s very famous version of Irenaean theodicy contains elements 
of free will, natural law, and character-building explanations, as well as some 
themes that are distinctively Hick’s. Various criticisms have been leveled 
against the different aspects of his view. G Stanley Kane (1938-2010), for in- 
stance, has argued that the “epistemic distance” Hick wants to postulate be- 
tween humanity and God in order to make room for faith can be maintained 
at much less cost. Severe moral and physical evils do not seem necessary 
to give the appearance that God does not exist, since there surely are other 
ways in which God can conceal his presence. 

Critics have also stated Hick’s view lacks empirical support for its cen- 
tral claim: that the world is engaged in a program of soul making. There are 
enough failures in temporal life alone to cast grave doubt on whether a pro- 
gram of soul making is under way. Surely, there are so many people whose 
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character is ruined rather than developed that thoughtful people might 
question the effectiveness or even the existence of the soul-making process. 
Moreover, many critics wonder whether the goal of soul making, even if it 
did succeed in an ample number of cases, could ever justify the means used 
to achieve it (e.g, great hardship, suffering, catastrophe). After all, we have 
all heard of persons who became shining examples of humanitarian activity 
or of moral courage, but many of them had to fight through senseless losses 
of family members or had to endure severe, prolonged, and involuntary 
pain. In response to this last point, Hick points out that each person must 
ultimately decide whether he thinks the soul-making process is worth it. 

Process theodicy is the third major explanation of evil we must investigate. 
Process philosophy, advocated in the writings of Alfred North Whitehead 
(1861-1947), modifies the classical attributes of the theistic deity and thus gen- 
erates a distinctive type of theodicy that has gained serious attention among 
contemporary philosophers and theologians. Process thought in general is 
based on a view of reality as becoming rather than being, which is a reversal 
of the traditional approach. It is not surprising, then, that the central theme 
in process theodicy is the concept of change, development, evolution—both 
in God and in finite creatures. Creatures are conscious, ever-changing cen- 
ters of experience and activity. God, for process thinkers, has two natures: 
his Primordial Nature and his Consequent Nature. God’s Primordial Nature 
contains all eternal possibilities for how the creaturely world can advance; 
God’s Consequent Nature contains the experiences and responses of crea- 
tures as they choose to actualize some of these possibilities in their lives. As 
God’s Consequent Nature changes in response to events in the creaturely 
world, God may also be said to change or to be in process. This sketch of 
process theism relative to evil fits with discussions of it relative to other top- 
ics in this book, such as in Chapters 7, 8, and 13. 

Process theodicy rests squarely on the rejection of the classical concept 
of divine omnipotence, which process thinkers take to be inadequate and 
laden with fallacies. Process philosophers and theologians deny that God 
has a monopoly on power or is “infinite in power” as traditional theology 
affirms. Finite creatures are also centers of power and thus can bring about 
new states of affairs as well. Process thinkers typically speak of this crea- 
turely power in terms of “freedom,” and thus their terminology is at points 
reminiscent of traditional discussions. The process version of freedom is 
rooted in the very structure of reality, with each creature having the inherent 
power of self-determination. Thus, we may say that God has all of the power 
that it is possible for a being to have but not all of the power that there is. 
Creatures have some power of their own, power that allows them to choose 
good or evil possibilities for their lives. God’s power, then, can meet real 
resistance by creatures. According to process thinkers, divine power must 
be viewed as persuasive rather than coercive. God can try to lure creatures 
toward the good and away from evil, but he cannot force them to choose 
the good. The process exponent David Ray Griffin (b. 1939) states that God 
cannot eliminate evil because “God cannot unilaterally effect any state of 
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affairs.” Instead, God offers persons possibilities for the realization of good, 
adjusting his plans appropriately when finite creatures fail to live up to the 
divine plan and trying to lure them into fulfilling the next set of ideal possi- 
bilities, with the ultimate aim of enhancing and enriching their experience. 
One intriguing theme in process theodicy is that all positive and neg- 
ative experiences in the creaturely realm are ultimately conserved and rec- 
onciled in God’s own conscious life. Thus, all things can be said to work out 
all right insofar as God “include[s] in himself a synthesis of the total uni- 
verse.”°? In the Kingdom of Heaven, God brings about a kind of synthesis of 
all earthly experiences but does not unilaterally rectify all evils. Typically, 
process thinkers have not conceived of “personal immortality” or “life after 
death” as central to the defense of God’s goodness against the problem of 
evil, as traditional Christian thinkers sometimes do.” Neither is there any 
final, definitive, eschatological culmination of all things. Thus, for process 
thinkers, the ongoing synthesis of all experiences in God’s own conscious life 
is the basic hope for the triumph of good and the redemption of the world. 
Process theodicy has forced classical theists to rethink and refine their 
fundamental concepts.” But classical theists, as well as some nontheists, 
have raised a number of serious objections to process concepts as well. For 
example, the process attack on the classical concept of divine power has 
been said to be pure caricature, using such loaded terms as “totalitarian” 
and “monopolistic.” This caricature sets up an oversimplified “either/or” 
distinction between coercive and persuasive power, which was discussed in 
Chapter 7 and revisited in Chapter 8. Critics of process theodicy have sug- 
gested that there may even be a range of modes of divine power, such as 
“productive power” or “sustaining power” or “enabling power,” many of 
which are compatible with moral persuasion.” Also, there may be within 
the process model of power a confusion over the “possession of power” and 
the “ownership of power.” With respect to property or things, ownership is 
exclusive (e.g., if one person has all of the marbles, then others have none). 
But with respect to power or agency, ownership is not exclusive. One person 
may have the power to lift the pencil from my desk, but other persons and 
God may also have that same power. Many classical theists have intended 
not a monopolistic or competitive view of divine power but only one com- 
patible with the possession of some power on the part of finite creatures. 
Another general criticism of process theodicy focuses on the concept of 
divine goodness, declaring that its orientation is essentially aesthetic rather 
than moral. If the aims of the process deity are to make creaturely experience 
richer and more complex, even at the cost of pain and discord, then there 
is the risk of violating many ordinary moral principles in the process. Both 
classical theists and nontheistic critics have voiced this objection. Classical 
theology seems to entail that God would not be morally perfect if he caused 
or allowed suffering in order to attain merely aesthetic aims. Process the- 
ists have replied that aesthetic value is a larger, more inclusive category 
than moral value, a maneuver that appears to makes God's goodness unlike 
anything we are capable of recognizing and approving. Of course, hanging 
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on the issue of whether God is not morally good is the related question of 
whether he is worthy of worship. 


HORRENDOUS EVILS AND THE ASSESSMENT OF THEISM 


The complete list of themes as well as the comprehensive theodicies into 
which those themes have been incorporated is much longer than we can 
treat in this chapter. However, the sampling of approaches here begins to 
acquaint us with the wide range of moves available to theists and the cor- 
responding countermoves open to critics. Interestingly, there is a common 
assumption underlying both the antitheistic arguments from evil and the- 
istic responses: God (who is omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good) would not 
allow any evil unless it is necessary to a greater good. Meeting this criterion, 
many argue, is the only thing that would provide God with a morally suf- 
ficient reason to permit evil. Critics claim that there exist evils that are not 
necessary to a greater good, and theists provide explanations about how the 
evils are connected to such goods. 

Understandably, in the exchange that ensues, nontheistic critics who be- 
lieve that they can dismantle various theistic answers are willing to claim 
that there are gratuitous evils or that it is quite reasonable to believe that 
there are such evils, evils that are not necessary to the existence of greater 
goods. Another avenue open to critics, which is seldom explored, pertains 
to whether a greater-good justificatory scheme is even viable. After all, such 
a scheme is typically construed in a consequentialist manner, making the 
moral weight of an evil depend on some extrinsic factor, some result or out- 
come. It may well be that critics should pursue the intuitions of Dostoevsky’s 
Ivan Karamazov, who states that some actual evils are intrinsically so nega- 
tive and destructive that no external goods could outweigh them. 

Ivan’s point prompts further reflection on the nature and aims of the- 
odicy itself. Must theodicy provide global and generic answers about how 
God guarantees that a world that includes evil can be good on the whole? Or, 
should theodicy be more concrete and specific, attempting to explain how 
God’s goodness allows no person’s life to be engulfed by evil and thereby 
rendered not worth living? Nontheists who pursue Ivan’s line of thinking 
here have a very formidable case. Marilyn Adams (b. 1943), a theist, states 
that future discussions of theodicy, if they are to be fair-minded, must mi- 
grate from the global level to the individual level. What she calls horrendous 
evils are evils that are so destructive of meaning within an individual's life 
that his or her life is not a great good to him or her.” One can see Rowe’s 
specific example of baby Sue in this light. Whether individual lives are ul- 
timately ruined by horrendous evils is clearly the most pressing question 
for nontheists to pursue as well as the most difficult question for theists to 
answer. 

In addressing this issue, Adams notes that theists must relinquish the 
shared methodological assumption that they are obligated to answer the 
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problem of evil by referring only to goods that the nontheist also accepts. 
She argues that these goods will be secular, finite, and temporal, whereas 
the theist has in his conceptual arsenal infinite and eternal goods as well. 
She further argues that the metaphysical nature of God is such that God is 
the source of value and thus good in that sense, but that he is not subject to 
the normal network of rights and obligations that so many formulations of 
the problem of evil assume to prevail among creatures. After all, most argu- 
ments from evil assume that God has duties, similar to those pertaining to 
creatures, to bring about some kind of offsetting goods for the evils cited— 
indeed, that there is no other way for God to be good. 

Adams further contends that discussing the issue of evil simply in 
terms of the intellectual resources of basic theism is severely limiting to the 
religious believer. Since it is often distinctively Christian theism that both 
theist and critic have in mind, she advocates bringing Christian doctrines 
and teaching into the dispute. Based on her particular understanding of 
Christian theism, Adams explores other conceptualities for how it is that 
God is good and how that goodness is related to individual lives whose 
meaning and value are threatened by horrendous evils. One claim that 
she advances is that the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation (of God’s be- 
coming human in the man Jesus of Nazareth) symbolizes God’s intimate 

_ identification with the human condition, including suffering. This allows 
her to say that all suffering, no matter how terrible, is already invested 
with a positive aspect. Adams also claims that God, the divine personal 
being and consummate maker of meaning, will ultimately save every fi- 
nite person. This allows her to argue that any created persons who expe- 
rienced horrendous evils will be able at some point to affirm the value of 
their own lives. 

Adams’s contribution may not so much be in the details as it is in the 
larger shift it portends for the discussion of the problem of evil and theodicy. 
Fellow theists will no doubt debate the problematic nature of her universal- 
ism for more traditional Christian theism. While many nontheistic critics 
will recognize that Adams has helped clarify the most poignant version of 
the argument from evil, they will almost certainly press the issue of why an 
explanation that involves highly specific Christian doctrines should be cred- 
ible to those who do not embrace Christian commitments. Of course, at this 
point, we encounter the question of the key tradeoff in framing the dispute 
over evil. On the one hand, we could pursue the debate in generalities and 
thus maintain as much common ground as possible. This option generally 
involves theists arguing that God would create and sustain a certain kind 
of world, with the aim of pursuing certain kinds of aims, particularly with 
human persons. Critical rebuttals, then, typically revolve around an overall 
cost/benefit assessment of God’s alleged approach. On the other hand, the 
debate could be pursued at the concrete level, a level at which theists are 
increasingly inclined to bring the full resources of their specific religious 
traditions to bear. At this stage, critics will have to decide whether they are 

” demanding that theists give an answer that satisfies nontheistic metaphysical 
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and moral visions or that theists show how their own (expanded theistic 
and often Christian) commitments generate an answer that is plausible on 
its own terms. 

In the end, the dispute over evil is one of several considerations relevant 
to the rational acceptance or rejection of theistic belief. A reasoned judg- 
ment, therefore, must be made in light of all the relevant arguments for and 
against the existence of the God of theism. What is more, a final judgment 
must also take into account how well the overall theistic position fares in 
comparison to other worldviews, whether religious or secular. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Why is the problem of evil so serious for Christian theism? Explore how other 
worldviews might encounter their own distinctive problems of evil. 


2. Carefully distinguish between the two main versions of the problem of evil. 
What must be the strategy of the critic of theism in pressing each problem? What 
strategies are available to the theist for answering? 


3. Explain the difference between defense and theodicy. Rehearse some of the 
arguments that can be given for why theodicy is not viable and some of the 
arguments for why it is. What do you think? 


4, Looking for a way to construe how evil counts as evidence against the existence 
of God, some philosophers formulated the argument from evil in probabilistic 
terms. Is this a promising attack on theism? Why or why not? Is there a more 
promising way to formulate an evidential problem of evil? 


5. What is your assessment of the Skeptical Theist Defense? Explore whether skep- 
ticism based on the infinite—-finite gap might logically spill over into skepticism 
about other aspects of religious knowledge (e.g, the human ability to reliably 
know certain important doctrines, to reliably have a sense of divine guidance, 
etc.). 


6. Explore some of the standard answers for evil as well as full-scale theodicies 
that have been offered by theists. Which ones do you think are most effective? 
Which ones are less effective or even unacceptable? Investigate some of the 
standard rebuttals to these theodicies that critics have offered. 


7. Do you think that any feasible theistic answer to the problem of evil must rely 
somehow on a greater-good line of reasoning? Why or why not? 


8. Explore the subtle distinction, as some theists have, between being committed 
to the actuality of gratuitous evil and being committed to the possibility of gra- 
tuitous evil. 


9. According to Marilyn Adams, what is “horrendous evil’? Why does this con- 
cept represent an important topic for theists? For nontheists, such as William 
Rowe? 


10. What is Adams's proposal for how theists might construct a theodicy for hor- , 
rendous evils? In what ways is her proposal vulnerable to criticism? i 
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CHAPTER 10 


MIRACLES 


Does God Intervene in Earthly Affairs? 





Blinded and paralyzed on one side of his body, a retired French accountant 
refused to believe that nothing would help him just because his doctors 
couldn't find a cure....[So he] decided to journey to the famous “Our Lady 
of Lourdes” shrine and beg the Lord for a miracle. ... Within hours of bath- 
ing in the spring, he regained his sight and could walk without crutches.’ 


Dramatic healings such as those linked to the spring at Lourdes form 
only a small portion of the class of events alleged to be miraculous. A person 
being spared in a devastating earthquake that killed everyone else directly 
affected, water being turned into wine, a baby being born of a virgin—all 
these events and more have been called miracles. Moreover, miracles are typ- 
ically invested with religious significance. Specifically, the concept of miracle 
is normally linked with God and God's relation to the world. It should not be 
surprising, then, that philosophers of religion have long been interested in 
this intriguing subject. 


MIRACLES DEFINED 


The term miracle is used in ordinary discussions to refer to a wide variety 
of occurrences. Some individuals use it to describe any unexpected event— 
from the unanticipated passing of a difficult exam, to the rediscovery of a 
hopelessly lost heirloom, to a rapid, welcomed change in a person’s behavior. 
Others use the term in a more restricted sense, applying it only to those very 
unusual events that apparently conflict with known scientific laws—events 
such as the survival of a 10,000-foot fall by a flight attendant or the total 
recovery of a person dying of cancer. 

However, miracle is most frequently defined in a distinctively religious 
sense, That is, for most individuals, a miracle is not only an unusual event, 
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but also the result of some sort of divine activity. For example, the contention 
in the opening story is not simply that the retired accountant regained his 
sight and the use of his legs, but that God brought these things about. It is 
this sense of the term that has generated the greatest volume and intensity of 
philosophical discussion. 

What exactly does it mean to say that God has caused a certain event? 
Many theists hold that many if not most events are acts of God in the broad, 
fundamental sense that God has created the universe, established the “laws” 
upon which causal interaction within this universe is based, and continues 
to sustain such interaction by divine power.’ In this sense, the birth of a baby 
or a summer thunderstorm can be said to be acts of God. Most of these the- 
ists, however, also maintain that there are some events (for example, heal- 
ings) that would not have occurred in the exact manner in which they did if 
God had not directly intervened—that is, if God had not at some point and 
in some manner directly manipulated the natural order. Miraculous occur- 
rences, not surprisingly, are normally considered to fall within this category 
of “direct acts of God.” 

However, opinion differs on what type(s) of direct divine activity 
should be labeled miraculous. Since the time of David Hume (1711-1776), it 
has been very popular in philosophical circles to define miracles as direct 
acts of God that “violate” natural laws.’ But what exactly does it mean to say 
that a natural law has been violated? This question stands at the threshold 
of a very complex and debatable issue. However, it is possible to state what 
most individuals seem to have in mind when they speak of miracles as 
violations. 

Natural laws are, for present purposes, statements that describe what 
will (or probably will) happen or not happen under specifiable conditions. 
They describe the inherent tendencies or dispositions of things in the world 
to act and react in certain ways. Accepted scientific laws may be viewed as 
specifications of some of these natural laws. Our knowledge of well-estab- 
lished scientific laws leads us to believe, for example, that water does not 
turn instantly into wine and that those who have genuinely died do not (at 
least in a physical sense) come back to life. But let us assume that someone 
actually were to turn water instantly into wine or rise from the dead. Not 
only would we then be required to acknowledge the occurrence of an event 
that our knowledge of scientific laws gives us good reason to believe will not 
occur, but, more importantly, we would then be required to acknowledge 
the occurrence of an event for which it appears no natural explanation could 
ever be forthcoming. And thus we would be justified in assuming that a nat- 
ural law has been violated. 

Many theists, however, do not believe we should limit our application 
of the term miracle to only those events for which no plausible natural expla- 
nation is (or could be) available. Consider, for example, the following story 
related by R. F. Holland (b. 1932). A child riding his toy motorcar strays onto 
an unguarded railway crossing near his house, and a wheel of his car gets 
stuck down the side of one of the rails. At that exact moment, an express 
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train is approaching with the signals in its favor. Also, a curve in the track 
will make it impossible for the driver to stop his train in time to avoid any 
obstruction he might encounter on the crossing. Moreover, the child is so 
engrossed in freeing his wheel that he hears neither the train whistle nor 
his mother, who has just come out of the house and is trying to get his atten- 
tion. The child appears to be doomed. But just before the train rounds the 
curve, the brakes are applied and it comes to rest a few feet from the child. 
The mother thanks God for the miracle, although she learns in due course 
that there was not necessarily anything supernatural about the manner in 
which the brakes came to be applied. The driver had fainted, for a reason 
that had nothing to do with the presence of the child on the line, and the 
brakes were applied automatically as his hand ceased to exert pressure on 
the control lever.’ 

The event sequence described in this situation includes no component 
for which a natural explanation is not available. Boys sometimes play on 
train tracks; drivers sometimes faint; and the brakes of trains have been 
constructed to become operative when a driver’s hand releases the con- 
trol lever. But another explanation presents itself in this case: that God 
directly intervened to cause the driver to faint at the precise moment. 
And as many theists see it, if God did directly intervene in this instance, 
the event could justifiably be considered a miracle, even though a totally 
natural explanation would also be available. In short, to generalize, many 
theists do not want to limit the range of the term miracle to only those 
direct acts of God for which no natural explanation can at present be 
offered. They want to expand the definition to cover any event in relation 
to which God can be viewed as having directly manipulated the natural 
order, regardless of anyone’s ability to construct plausible alternate causal 
scenarios.® 

Moreover, even here a finer distinction is sometimes made. When we 
think of God directly bringing about an event, it is quite reasonable to con- 
ceive of God’s manipulation of the natural order occurring at the time the 
event takes place. For instance, if we think of God bringing it about that the 
driver in our scenario fainted, it is quite natural to conceive of God doing 
something just before the train rounds the bend. But as philosophers such 
as Robert Adams (b. 1937) have pointed out, there is another way to think of 
God’s activity in this context. We can conceive of God creating “the world in 
such a way that it was physically predetermined from the beginning” that 
nature would act in the appropriate way “at precisely the time at which God 
foresaw” it would be needed.’ For example, we can conceive of God creating 
the world in such a way that a specific individual driving a train would 
faint at a specific time in order to save the life of a young boy. In this case, 
God does not directly intervene in the sense that he directly manipulates 
a natural order already in place. However, God still directly intervenes in 
the sense that he purposely manipulates the natural order to bring about 
some event that would not have occurred without this intentional divine 
activity.® 
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MIRACLES AS POSSIBLE EVENTS 


When we consider the miraculous in these senses, various philosophical 
questions arise. Some concern the possibility of miracles. Given that reli- 
gious miracles defined in any fashion are unusual events alleged to be caused 
by God, probably the most significant of these questions is whether it is pos- 
sible for God to intervene in earthly affairs. In response, it must of course be 
acknowledged that many individuals do in fact deny the existence of any 
type of supernatural being. And even some who affirm the existence of such 
a being—for example, process theists—deny that this being can unilaterally 
intervene in earthly affairs in the sense necessary to produce miraculous 
events. Hence, it is obviously the case that many individuals have no reason- 
able basis for believing personally that any observable earthly event could 
have a supernatural cause. However, few philosophers today maintain that 
the existence of a divine supernatural being, or the ability of such a being 
(if it exists) to intervene, can be demonstrated in an objective, non—question- 
begging sense to be impossible.’ 

The other common question related to the possibility of miracles 
is whether (for violation miracles) a violation of a natural law is possible. 
Alastair McKinnon (b. 1925) offers us a popular negative response.” Natural 
laws, he tells us, are simply “shorthand descriptions of how things do, in fact, 
happen”—that is, shorthand descriptions of the “actual course of events.” 
Accordingly, to claim that an occurrence is a violation of a natural law is 
to claim that the event in question is a “suspension of the actual course of 
events’”—and this, of course, is an impossibility. Events may well occur, he 
acknowledges, that seem at present to be incompatible with how we believe 
things normally happen. But a true counterinstance to what we now believe 
to be a natural law only shows the law to be inadequate. Since natural laws, 
by definition, describe “the actual course of events,” we must in principle 
always be willing to expand our laws to accommodate any occurrence, no 
matter how unusual. We can, by definition, never have both the exception 
and the rule." 

Many, however, find this line of reasoning questionable. To maintain 
that a natural law accurately describes the natural order is to say only that it 
correctly identifies what will occur under a specific set of natural conditions. 
But to maintain that an event is a miraculous counterinstance to a natural 
law—for instance, that water has turned into wine—is not to maintain that 
some event has occurred under the exact set of natural conditions covered by 
this law and nothing more. It is to maintain that an additional nonnatural 
causal factor, namely direct divine activity, was also present in this case. 
Accordingly, it is argued, unless it is assumed that supernatural activity is 
impossible, it cannot be assumed that a miraculous counterinstance to a nat- 
ural law—that a counterinstance produced in part by divine circumvention 
or modification of the natural order—is conceptually impossible.” 

There is, though, another type of question around which there con- 
tinues to be a great deal of spirited philosophical debate: the question of 
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what can be known or reasonably believed. Specifically, philosophers are 
currently interested in three related but distinct questions: Under what con- 
ditions can a person reasonably maintain that certain unusual events have 
actually occurred as reported? Under what conditions can a person reason- 
ably maintain that an event could have no natural explanation? And under 
what conditions can a person reasonably maintain that God was directly 
involved in bringing about a given occurrence? Each will be considered in 
some detail. 


MIRACLES AS HISTORICAL EVENTS 


Many theists do not claim only that certain types of events could justifiably 
be considered miracles if they were to occur. They claim that certain events 
meriting the label of miraculous have actually occurred. If these events have 
natural explanations available, as is the case in Holland’s story about the 
boy and the train, the accuracy of such claims can be assessed in the same 
way we assess any historical report. We can, for example, try to determine 
whether the original source was trustworthy and whether what was origi- 
nally reported has been faithfully transmitted. 

Yet what of those allegedly miraculous events that are incompatible with 
current natural laws? What, for instance, of the Christian belief that Jesus 
came back to life after he had been dead for three days, or that Jesus turned 
water into wine? Or what of the claim made today by some that God restores 
malformed body parts such as arms and legs to their original shape? Are 
there conditions under which a theist can (or at least could) justifiably claim 
that seemingly unexplainable events of this sort have actually occurred as 
reported? 

Most philosophers currently grant that reports of repeatable counterin- 
stances to current laws cannot justifiably be dismissed. That is, most grant 
that if a counterinstance to our current laws can be made to recur, given 
equivalent natural conditions, we are not in a position to dismiss reported 
occurrences of this event. However, few (if any) of the types of counterin- 
stances to our current laws considered to be miraculous by theists—for ex- 
ample, healings and resurrections—fit into this category. They are at present 
not repeatable under specifiable natural conditions. And there are a number 
of philosophers who argue that when considering the accuracy of reports 
of events of this type, we ought to be much more skeptical. Most notable is 
Antony Flew (1923~2100), who offers an updated version of David Hume’s 
cautionary argument. 

It is clearly possible, Flew acknowledges, that nonrepeatable counter- 
instances to well-confirmed natural laws have occurred (or will occur). 
However, as Hume has rightly pointed out, the wise person proportions his 
or her belief to the evidence. And when we consider the evidence rationally, 
it is not difficult to see the problem at hand. We have well-known natural 
laws that justifiably lead us to believe, for instance, that dead people remain 


212 Reason and Religious Belief 


dead, that water does not turn into wine, and that withered legs do not re- 
turn to normal instantaneously. Such laws are not the product of inaccessible 
scientific studies or outmoded historical hearsay. Such laws can be, and are, 
tested and reconfirmed daily. The dead stay dead, untreated water persists 
as water, and withered legs remain malformed. 

On the other hand, the alleged counterinstances to our current natural 
laws are supported only by personal testimony from the past, and such testi- 
monial evidence will by its very nature always be weaker than the evidence 
for the laws they contradict. For one thing, while many people have found 
the laws in question to hold, only a few (and possibly biased) individuals 
claim that the counterinstance occurred. And while the evidence supporting 
the laws in question is objective, the testimonial reports of those who claim 
to have witnessed the event are quite subjective. 

Accordingly, Flew concludes, we can never have better reasons for 
accepting the report of a nonrepeatable counterinstance to our current 
laws—for example, the claim that Jesus rose from the dead—than for reject- 
ing the report as inaccurate. If such an event were repeatable—that is, if it 
could be produced by anyone under specifiable natural conditions—then we 
would need to take it seriously. But with respect to reports of nonrepeatable 
counterinstances, “no matter how impressive the testimony might appear, 
the most favorable verdict history could ever return must be the agnostic 
and appropriately Scottish ‘not proven’ 

Does not this line of reasoning, though, demonstrate an arbitrary and 
dogmatic naturalistic prejudice? What right, it might be argued, does Flew 
have to assume that the laws of science have the ultimate or final voice in 
relation to history? How can other, nonnatural factors be ruled out automat- 
ically? For example, many theists believe that specific “miraculous” events 
have occurred because they are recorded in “holy writings” such as the 
Bible, sources whose accuracy is thought to be guaranteed by their divine or- 
igin. Moreover, the types of miracles recorded in such revelations are often 
thought to furnish theists with clues as to how God still works in the world 
today. For example, many Christians believe that the Bible teaches that God 
sometimes intervenes in response to prayer. Thus, when such theists are told 
of alleged occurrences that fit divine patterns, these reports are often ini- 
tially granted a reasonable degree of reliability. In short, many theists do in 
fact believe nonnaturalistic evidence to be quite relevant to the question at 
hand. How, then, can Flew justifiably dismiss such evidence completely? 

This criticism, however, may well be misguided. Flew repeatedly 
emphasizes that he is, in this context, only discussing what we can conclude 
on the basis of the historical (natural) evidence alone. He is not attempting to 
rule out the possibility that the historicity of certain events could, for some 
people, be settled on the basis of nonnatural criteria—for example, a revela- 
tion from God. Moreover, it is not clear that Flew’s decision to consider only 
“natural” historical criteria can in this context be considered arbitrary. He 
makes this decision because he is assuming that theists generally wish to 
use miracles to help establish or support religious belief. And he rightly sees 
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that an alleged miracle can have this apologetic value only if, among other 
things, the occurrence in question can be established objectively on “nat- 
ural” grounds.” 

Some theists today, of course, do not desire or even believe it is pos- 
sible to certify to the satisfaction of all rational individuals that particular al- 
legedly miraculous events have actually occurred as reported. Instead they 
want to hold only that they are justified in believing this for themselves. 
Historically, however, theists have often wanted to use miracles to support 
belief in God's existence, or establish that Jesus is God, or support the claim 
that some text is an authentic divine revelation. Thus, to the extent that this is 
still the case, it does not appear that Flew’s line of reasoning can be accused 
of involving arbitrary, dogmatic naturalism. In this context, the question 
of how the actual occurrence of reported events can be authenticated in a 
public, objective sense remains paramount. 

Even granting all this, is Flew’s line of reasoning sound? No one denies 
that natural laws are continuously open to confirmation or disconfirmation 
and thus that we are indeed justified in using such laws to predict in general 
what will or will not occur under certain conditions. No one denies, for ex- 
ample, that we have well-established laws that justifiably lead us to believe 
that a withered leg does not instantly return to its normal shape and, thus, 
we should not expect such an occurrence. Furthermore, no one denies that 
reports of nonrepeatable counterinstances to well-established current laws 
should be viewed with a certain amount of initial skepticism. However, there 
are those who believe it unreasonable to assume that the evidence support- 
ing even the most highly confirmed laws would always furnish a sufficient 
basis for dismissing reports of nonrepeatable counterinstances to them. 

As some see it, to make this assumption fails to take into account, for 
instance, the prima facie reliability of our sensory belief-forming faculties. We 
rely on these faculties daily and, in general, they serve us quite well. In fact, 
the general reliability of such faculties must be presupposed by those formu- 
lating our natural laws. Thus, in those cases where we had no reason to doubt 
the reliability of these belief-forming faculties—for instance, if we were to 
observe a seeming counterinstance ourselves or if it were directly observed 
by a friend whose character and objectivity were beyond question—it is not 
clear that it would always be justifiable to decide in favor of the natural laws 
in question, even if such laws were very well established and the occurrence 
in question could not be repeated.” 

Moreover, Richard Swinburne (b. 1934) adds, we do not have merely 
the assumed reliability of our belief-forming faculties and the evidence of 
the relevant natural laws to consider; we must also consider any relevant 
physical traces. For instance, in the case of an alleged healing of a withered 
leg, we might have relevant traces such as x-rays (or photographs) of the leg 
taken just before and just after the alleged occurrence. An even more com- 
pelling physical trace would be a videotape of the incident. Now, of course, 
xrays, photographs, and videotapes can be altered. Thus, such physical 
traces could not conclusively verify that the event had actually occurred as 
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reported. And since the traces would in this case be incompatible with well- 
established natural laws, caution in drawing a conclusion would indeed be 
justified. But we have generally accepted methods for assessing (analyzing, 
testing) the authenticity of x-rays, photographs, and videotapes, and if such 
assessment made it highly likely that they were reliable, Swinburne con- 
tends, such data would obviously stand as very strong evidence for the accu- 
racy of the report in question.” 

In short, to some there appears to be no strong basis for refusing auto- 
matically to acknowledge the accuracy of reports of nonrepeatable coun- 
terinstances to our current natural laws. The fact the alleged occurrence is 
incompatible with well-established natural laws does count strongly against 
the report. And it is not easy to say exactly when the assumed reliability of 
our faculties and/or the physical evidence can justifiably be held to counter- 
balance or even outweigh the longstanding scientific evidence. But a deci- 
sion concerning the accuracy of such reports, it is argued, must finally be 
made on a case-by-case basis. 


MIRACLES AS UNEXPLAINABLE EVENTS 


As we saw earlier, not all individuals believe that a miracle must be an event 
for which no plausible natural explanation is available. However, since the 
time of Hume, the majority of philosophers have conceived of miracles as 
“violations” of natural laws. That is, they have assumed for the sake of dis- 
cussion that miracles are events for which no totally natural explanation 
could be forthcoming. And for such philosophers, a second important ques- 
tion quite naturally arises. Even in those cases where no one denies that a 
nonrepeatable counterinstance to our current laws has occurred, could we 
ever be in the position to claim justifiably that any such event is permanently 
unexplainable in this sense? If, for instance, we all agreed that someone has 
actually come back to life after being dead for three days, would we be in a 
position to claim justifiably that this acknowledged counterinstance to our 
current laws could never be explained naturally? 

It might appear that a promising response is inherent in the very def- 
inition of miracle. As was stated earlier, miracles are probably best under- 
stood to be direct acts of God that would not have occurred in the exact 
manner they did if God had not directly manipulated the relevant natural 
cause-and-effect patterns. But this is simply another way of saying that such 
events do not have totally natural causal explanations. Accordingly, it might 
appear that any direct act of God is automatically an event that is perma- 
nently unexplainable naturally. That is, to be more specific, it might appear 
that the question of whether we can justifiably claim that an alleged miracle 
could have no adequate natural explanation actually collapses into the ques- 
tion of whether we can justifiably claim that an event is a direct act of God. 

However, this line of reasoning is seen by some to be based on a con- 
fusion. It is true, they grant, that if an event is a direct act of God, this 
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occurrence itself cannot have a totally natural causal explanation. But the 
primary purpose of natural science is not to determine what nature has in 
fact produced. The main objective of science, rather, is to determine what 
nature is capable of producing—what can occur under solely natural con- 
ditions. For instance, the primary purpose of natural science is not to de- 
termine whether natural factors alone actually caused any specific person’s 
cancer to enter remission. The primary purpose of science is to determine 
whether natural factors alone could have produced an event of this type. 
Hence, when considering whether we could ever be in a position to main- 
tain justifiably that an event is permanently unexplainable scientifically, the 
question is not whether we could ever be in a position to maintain justifiably 
that a specific state of affairs, itself, was not produced by nature alone. The 
question, rather, is whether we could ever be in a position to maintain jus- 
tifiably that an event of this type could not have been produced by nature 
alone.” 

If we accept this reading of the issue, what ought we to conclude? 
Could we ever be in a position to label an event permanently unexplainable 
in this sense? The most common argument denying this possibility can be 
stated succinctly. It might now appear that some type of event could never 
be explained. But it is always possible that new information (generated. by 
further scientific investigation) will force us to revise our current set of nat- 
ural laws related to any given type of occurrence. Therefore, we can never 
decisively state that any given type of event could never be given a natural 
explanation.” 

Not all philosophers agree, however. These philosophers are not assum- 
ing that they have complete and incontrovertible knowledge of the natural 
order, nor do they even assume that any specific law can ever justifiably be 
considered immune from revision. Their claim is weaker: even granting that 
we might gather significant new scientific data and greatly revise our cur- 
rent set of laws accordingly, if some events were to occut, we could justifia- 
bly rule that events of this type could never be given a natural explanation. 

But what are the criteria by which such events are to be identified? The 
key, according to Swinburne, lies in our ability (or inability) to devise new 
scientific laws to accommodate seemingly unexplainable events. We have to 
some extent good evidence about the “laws of nature,” and some of these 
laws are so highly confirmed that any modification we would suggest to 
account for the odd counterinstance—for example, a resurrection—would 
be so clumsy and ad hoc that it would upset the whole structure of science. 
Accordingly, Swinburne concludes, if events of this type were to occur, they 
could justifiably be considered permanently unexplainable events.” 

Margaret Boden (b. 1936) argues in an analogous manner. She grants 
that observable phenomena cannot normally be dismissed as lying forever 
outside the range of science, but she is not convinced this would always have 
to be the case. She invites us to consider the logically possible case of a leper 
whose missing fingers reappear instantly under the most stringent, fraud- 
detecting conditions—for instance, in the presence of doctors or TV cameras. 
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Such an event, she argues, would conflict with so many accepted scientific 
facts that any attempt to revise our present scientific laws to accommodate 
events of this type would so weaken the predictive power of such laws that 
they would no longer be of practical value. Accordingly, she concludes, if 
such an event were actually to occur, the scientist, of necessity, would be 
forced to identify it as a permanently unexplainable phenomenon.” 

Such reasoning has a prima facie appeal, but an obvious question arises. 
Swinburne and Boden freely acknowledge that the scientific enterprise is 
continually discovering new, often startling and unexpected, information 
about the causal relationships that exist in our universe. Also, they freely 
acknowledge that the annals of science record numerous instances in which 
supposed counterinstances to longstanding scientific laws were later dem- 
onstrated—sometimes only after significant conceptual shifts—to be con- 
sistent with such laws or revisions of them. Accordingly, is it not the height 
of scientific provincialism for anyone to maintain solely on the basis of the 
data now available that certain events could justifiably be labeled perma- 
nently unexplainable? 

Swinburne and Boden obviously think not, and it is important to un- 
derstand why. It is not, as mentioned before, because they believe they have 
some privileged understanding of the “true nature of reality.” It is rather 
that when faced with an acknowledged counterinstance to very highly con- 
firmed laws, they see only two basic options: to either modify the laws to 
accommodate the occurrence, or affirm the adequacy of the laws and declare 
the event permanently unexplainable. And they believe that in some con- 
ceivable instances, the latter would be the more reasonable choice. 

But is there not another option? Let us assume that after extensive test- 
ing, we cannot explain how water has turned into wine. Why must we in 
this case either radically modify the relevant laws or declare the event per- 
manently unexplainable? Why cannot we simply continue to run further 
tests or label the occurrence a “freak event” and await the occurrence of sim- 
ilar events before seriously investigating further? 

According to Holland, such a noncommittal posture would place the rel- 
evant laws in a state of uncertainty and would therefore weaken the strength 
of the scientific method.” But not everyone has found such a response con- 
vincing. Acknowledged counterinstances to our current laws, it is granted, 
do challenge the reliability of such laws. In fact, if it were true that the occur- 
rence of acknowledged counterinstances to well-established laws required 
us to either modify such laws immediately or declare the counterinstances 
to be permanently unexplainable, the latter might well in some cases be 
the more reasonable choice. But only repeatable counterinstances, these crit- 
ics maintain, actually require us to make such a decision. With respect to 
nonrepeatable counterinstances, this is a false dilemma. As long as a coun- 
terinstance, no matter how unusual, is not repeatable, a third alternative is 
always open to us: to continue to acknowledge the functional adequacy of 
the current laws in question while we search for new or modified laws to 
accommodate the unusual occurrence in question.” 
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Even if this is correct, however, little of religious significance necessarily 
follows. As stated before, although many philosophers are interested in de- 
termining whether certain types of events can justifiably be said to be vio- 
lations of natural laws, it is doubtful that most theists actually share this 
concern. For most theists, what is of primary importance is whether, and 
only whether, the events in question would have occurred at the exact time 
and in the exact manner they did if God had not somehow acted. 


MIRACLES AS ACTS OF GOD 


This brings us to another important set of questions: those concerning our 
ability to establish that God has directly intervened in earthly affairs. For 
some philosophers, the most crucial of these questions continues to be the 
following: Are there imaginable conditions under which all rational indi- 
viduals would be forced to admit that God has directly intervened—that is, 
are there imaginable conditions under which no rational individual could 
remain a strict naturalist? 

Some believe that an affirmative answer is required. Let us assume, 
Grace Jantzen (b. 1948) argues, that we have compelling evidence for be- 
lieving that Jesus rose from the dead. In this case, she tells us, to attempt to 
revise the relevant natural law would hardly be the appropriate response, 
for what could be gained by making this law read, “All men are mortal, ex- 
cept those who have an unknown quality, observed on only one occasion 
and hitherto accountable for only by divine intervention.” “Where there is 
a single exception to a perfectly well-established and well-understood law, 
and one that is inexplicable unless one appeals to divine intervention...the 
skeptical response would be inadequate.”” 

Robert Larmer (b. 1954) comes to a similar conclusion. Let us “suppose 
that one hears of a man who claims to perform miracles of healing through 
the power of God.” And let us further suppose that we are “able to capture 
on film occasions when, immediately following the prayers of this man, 
fingers lost to leprosy were regrown to their original form and length in a 
matter of seconds, and occasions when eyes severely burned by acid were 
immediately restored to sight.” Finally, let us assume “not only that this man 
appears to have the power to heal any kind of disease or injury, but also that 
no interposition of any [object or force] has any effect on his apparent ability 
to heal” and that “his power is apparently independent of distance, since 
people in distant countries have experienced dramatic healing after this 
man prayed for their cure.” In such a case, Larmer argues, the most rational 
response would clearly be to acknowledge God’s interventive activity. To 
hold out for a totally natural explanation would be uncritical, dogmatic, and 
question-begging.”6 

Neither Jantzen nor Larmer, it must be emphasized, is arguing simply 
that divine supernatural activity can justifiably be considered a plausible 
causal explanation when it cannot be shown that nature left to her own 
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devices could produce the event. Their claim is stronger: that if some con- 
ceivable events were to occur, it would be most reasonable for all rational 
individuals to assume that God has directly intervened. 

Some believe, however, that those making this claim have Saeed 
an important factor. There are, it is acknowledged, conceivable situations 
that, when considered in isolation, might make divine intervention a plau- 
sible causal hypothesis. But no actual event, and thus no causal hypothesis 
for it, can be considered in isolation from the rest of the relevant evidence. 
To assume, for example, that a remarkable healing is the result of direct di- 
vine intervention is to assume not only that God exists but also that God’s 
existence is compatible with other relevant experiential data. It is to assume, 
for example, that God’s existence is compatible with the evil we experience. 
Accordingly, if such a “healing” were to occur, the crucial question, it is ar- 
gued, would not be, as Jantzen and Larmer imply, whether divine causa- 
tion is the most plausible causal explanation for this event alone. The crucial 
question would be whether divine causation is the most plausible explana- 
tion, given all that this implies.” 

Now let us assume that in comparing the plausibility of believing that 
God has healed the individual in question (and, hence, that God’s existence 
is compatible with the amount and types of evil in the world) with the plau- 
sibility of believing that God’s existence is not compatible with all that we 
commonly experience (and, hence, that God did not heal the individual in 
question), someone decides that God’s nonexistence is more compelling 
overall. Could Jantzen or Larmer justifiably accuse such an individual of 
being stubborn or intellectually dishonest or irrational? Larmer believes so. 
Specifically, he believes that there are conceivable contexts (such as the one 
mentioned earlier) in which every rational person would have to acknowl- 
edge that the evidence for God's existence is so strong that it clearly out- 
weighs any evidence against God’s existence—for instance, that generated 
by evil.” 

However, Larmer’s contention is based on the assumption that we pos- 
sess (or could in principle possess) a set of neutral, non—question-begging 
criteria for belief assessment in relation to which we can objectively deter- 
mine the comparative strength of the evidence for and against God’s exist- 
ence. And many philosophers, in agreement with such diverse figures as 
Hume and Kierkegaard, continue to believe that no such criteria exist, that 
the comparative assessment of evidence for and against God’s existence 
will, by its very nature, ultimately always be primarily a subjective, relative 
matter.” 

For many theists, though, the crucial question is not whether there are 
imaginable conditions under which all rational individuals would have 
to acknowledge divine intervention. The important issue, as they see it, is 
whether the theist can (could) justifiably claim that God is, at least in part, 
directly responsible for certain occurrences. That is, the important question 
is whether there are conditions under which the theist can reasonably claim 
that certain events are direct acts of God. 
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In response, theists might assume a purely defensive posture. They 
might maintain that unless it can be shown that a given occurrence is not 
a direct act of God, they are justified in claiming that it is. And given our 
discussion of this approach to religious belief in Chapter 6, they might be 
successful. However, many theists do not conceive of justification merely in 
defensive terms. Many offer positive reasons for maintaining that God does 
(or at least can) directly intervene in earthly affairs. Specifically, many the- 
ists claim that they have acquired—from written revelation or oral tradition 
or personal experience—accurate information about God’s general “patterns 
of action” in our world. And they believe that when they observe (or at least 
if they were to observe) some specific event fitting such a pattern, they can 
(or at least could) justifiably label it a direct act of God.” 

To accept a divine-pattern thesis of this sort, it must be emphasized, is 
not to argue that God can act only in accordance with recognized patterns. 
Consider, for instance, the following situation. One day Jim notices a pe- 
culiar phenomenon in his garden: his vegetables continually grow from 
seed to full maturity in one hour and then quickly regress again to seed. 
Try as he will—for example, by discussing the occurrence with respected 
botanists—Jim can find no specific natural cause for this strange phenom- 
enon. Moreover, although Jim is a proponent of the divine-pattern thesis, 
he is not aware of any divine action pattern in which this unusual phe- 
nomenon fits. Accordingly, Jim will quite likely refrain from claiming that 
this is a direct act of God. And in doing so, he will not thereby be claiming 
that the occurrence is in fact not a direct act of God. He will be indicating 
only that he has at present no sufficient reason for thinking God is directly 
involved. 

Or consider the theist who does not deny that God could directly help a 
baseball player hit a game-winning home run or a student earn high marks 
on an important exam, but also believes that “God only helps those who 
help themselves.” This theist might well doubt the claim that God has di- 
rectly helped any specific player or student if it seems that the person in- 
volved has not done her or his part first. 

Also, theists who accept this divine-pattern thesis are not arguing that 
God must always intervene in a predictable manner. Consider, for example, 
the following scenario. John, a theist, has grown up in a home in which the 
Bible is accepted as literally true. He has been taught, accordingly, that if 
one prays to God in time of trouble, he will directly answer. In other words, 
John believes he has acquired “knowledge” of a specific divine behavior pat- 
tern related to petitionary prayer. One day John finds himself in a serious 
personal crisis. His little girl is gravely ill, and there seems little hope for 
her recovery. John prays to God, beseeching that God save her life. Happily, 
the next day the girl is inexplicably improved and later goes on to make 
a full recovery. If, in this case, John claims that this is a direct act of God 
because the “healing” fits an accepted pattern of how God interacts with 
the world, he would not thereby be saying that his prayer “forced” God to 
act. He would be claiming only that the fact that the healing fit an accepted 
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divine action pattern was a sufficient reason to believe God had in this case 
chosen to intervene directly. 

Moreover, in no such case are theists professing absolute certainty. They 
are claiming only that they are justified in believing that it is more likely 
than not that a given occurrence is a direct act of God. 

Of course, even in light of these clarifications, an important question 
arises: Are the theists in question justified in assuming that the sources from 
which the divine action patterns are derived—revelation, tradition, or per- 
sonal experience—yield accurate information? In some specific cases, such 
an assumption may not be reasonable. Perhaps it can be shown, for example, 
that specific patterns affirmed by some Christians cannot actually be sup- 
ported by proper biblical interpretation or by correct knowledge of Christian 
tradition. Or perhaps it can be demonstrated that a specific historical source 
trusted by some Muslims is unreliable. However, since few philosophers 
today maintain that God’s existence can be conclusively disproved or that 
the concept of divine communication with humans is self-contradictory, it 
should not be surprising that few wish to argue that theists cannot ration- 
ally maintain belief in the accuracy of certain divine action patterns and thus 
cannot justifiably label events that fit such patterns direct acts of God.*! 


THE “MIRACULOUS” RESURRECTION OF JESUS 


Have any miracles, though, actually occurred? This question has recently 
generated considerable philosophical discussion. And probably no pur- 
ported miracle has received more attention than the resurrection of Jesus. 

Those engaged in this debate—most notably Flew, Michael Martin (b. 
1932), Stephen Davis (b. 1940), Gary Habermas (b. 1950), and James Keller (b. 
1939)—all grant for the sake of argument that Jesus could have died, been 
buried, and then come back to life. But there is considerable difference of 
opinion on the strength of the historical evidence for this alleged occurrence 
and the relationship between this evidence and rational belief. 

Although details differ, the general “evidential” case for the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus, most clearly stated by Davis and Habermas, can be summa- 
rized as follows.” 

Almost all biblical scholars (whatever their personal perspective on 
the resurrection) agree that (1) Jesus of Nazareth lived and was crucified 
and buried, (2) his disciples claimed soon after his death that his tomb was 
empty, (3) some claimed to have experienced (met, encountered, interacted 
with) a live Jesus, (4) these experiences caused his disciples to believe that 
Jesus had risen from the dead, and (5) this was a key belief within early 
Christianity. 

Moreover, although New Testament accounts of the resurrection differ 
(and even contradict each other on specific details), the biblical record uni- 
formly claims that Jesus died, was buried, and then rose from the dead. 
Furthermore, there exists no good reason to believe that the disciples were 
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lying, since their lives were so radically changed by this belief that many 
were willing to die rather than denounce their faith. Nor is there good reason 
to believe that the disciples were hallucinating (were simply imagining things 
that were not actually occurring) because none of the usual causes for hallu- 
cination—food or sleep deprivation, drugs, mass hysteria—appears to have 
been present, Finally, there was no conclusive refutation of Jesus’ resurrection 
by Jewish authorities (for example, they didn’t produce the body) although 
they had the power and motivation to do so. Accordingly, while other expla- 
nations for the historical evidence cannot be shown to be impossible, “Jesus’ 
literal Resurrection from the dead...is the best explanation for the facts.” 

However, many nontheists (most notably Martin and Flew) and some 
theists (most notably James Keller) have argued that such evidence is far 
from compelling. Again, details differ, but the essence of their critique is the’ 
following.** 

First, while scholars agree that Jesus lived and died by crucifixion, con- 
siderable debate surrounds the question of whether either the disciples or 
the very early church actually believed that Jesus had risen from the dead 
and appeared to many. Some scholars believe that the resurrection story en- 
tered the Christian tradition well after its inception, while others believe we 
are simply not in an evidential position to say when this story became a key 
component of faith.” 

Second, there is little, if any, independent, objective evidence for 
the Gospel accounts of the resurrection. And the inconsistencies among the 
Gospels on such issues as whether the stone had been rolled away from the 
entrance of the tomb before the women arrived, which women were present, 
who was in the tomb, what the women did after their discovery, and how the 
disciples reacted are not simply minor difficulties: they throw into serious 
doubt the historical reliability of the biblical texts. 

Third, even if it is true that the disciples believed Jesus to have risen 
from the dead and were for this reason so radically altered that they were 
willing to die for their faith, this in no sense increases the probability that the 
resurrection actually occurred. History is replete with examples of religious 
zealots who gave their lives for what they believed to be the truth—for ex- 
ample, Islamic martyrs such as those who flew planes into the World Trade 
Center, kamikaze pilots, followers of Jim Jones or David Koresh. And most 
who believe in the historicity of the resurrection adamantly deny that the 
basic beliefs that motivated devotion in these cases are true (or even made 
more probable by the zeal of their adherents). 

Fourth, even if the Jewish authorities were aware of the resurrection 
claims and could not decisively counter the resurrection story by producing 
the body, this does not increase the probability that an actual resurrection 
took place. It is just as plausible to believe that the body had been stolen 
and hidden by the disciples or that the Jewish authorities were not overly 
concerned with the followers of Jesus at this point or that they simply did 
not have enough evidence for an objective refutation because there were no 
independent, unbiased eyewitnesses to the events in question. 
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Fifth, the burden of proof clearly lies with those who believe Jesus to 
have risen from the dead. Human experience continues to confirm in the 
strongest possible sense an undesirable but obvious fact: dead people stay 
dead. Thus, the historical evidence for any claim to the contrary must be 
exceedingly strong. But the relevant evidence is weak at best. Hence, there 
simply exists no valid historical basis for maintaining that the resurrection 
of Jesus is an established fact (or even a reasonable probability). 

Those who believe in the historicity of the resurrection are, of course, 
aware of these challenges and offer counters. They claim, for instance, that 
the gospel accounts of the resurrection, if properly interpreted, contain no 
significant contradictions. And the critics’ contention that many sincere (but 
possibly misguided) individuals, in addition to the disciples, have died for 
what they believed to be the truth misses the point, they argue. It is the fact 
that the disciples were in a position to know whether Jesus came back to life 
that makes their perspective unique. 

All involved agree, though, that this “evidential” debate clearly 
raises important questions about the assessment of historical data. What 
types of evidence are relevant when assessing the alleged occurrence of 
an event in the past? How strong must such evidence be to establish the 
actual occurrence of an event? Who is in the best position to make such 
determinations? 

However, of equal (if not greater) philosophical significance is the cur- 
rent debate over the appropriate relationship between the historical evidence 
for the resurrection and rational belief. For some on both sides of the issue, 
the answer is clear. Habermas, for instance, believes the historical evidence 
for the resurrection of Jesus to be so strong that no sincere, knowledgea- 
ble person can rationally deny that this event actually occurred. Martin and 
Flew, on the other hand, believe the historical evidence to be so weak that a 
“rational person should disbelieve the claim that Jesus was resurrected from 
the dead.” 

Davis, however, offers a middle ground, based on the currently pop- 
ular distinction between simply defending one’s right to hold a belief and ar- 
guing that no one can rationally disagree. As already noted, Davis believes 
personally that the historical evidence, considered alone, clearly supports 
the resurrection of Jesus. But he denies that sincere, knowledgeable individ- 
uals cannot justifiably disagree. Supernaturalists, he argues, can reasonably 
maintain that reality cannot be explained totally in natural terms and there- 
fore can reasonably maintain that the historical evidence supports an actual 
resurrection. However, naturalists can justifiably maintain that all events are 
part of a natural order that is uniform, and given this assumption, disbelief 
in the actual resurrection of Jesus is also rational. In short, as Davis sees it, 
one’s perspective on whether Jesus actually rose from the dead ultimately 
comes down to one’s basic worldview, one’s basic perspective on the nature 
of reality. Since both supernaturalism and naturalism can be held by rational 
people, differing rational perspectives on the historicity of the event in ques- 
tion must also be allowed.” 
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This leaves us, though, with another important question to consider: 
Even if we grant that Jesus did die and then come back to life, do we have 
any reason to believe he was raised from the dead by God, and thus that 
the resurrection was indeed a miracle? Habermas and Davis represent those 
who believe not only that the evidence for the resurrection is very strong, 
but that the probability that such an event could be explained without ref- 
erence to divine intervention is very low. In fact, Habermas seems to believe 
that when the evidence for the resurrection is conjoined “with the claims of 
Jesus”’—Jesus’ claim, for instance, that he was uniquely related to God or that 
the resurrection would verify this fact—the denial of direct divine activity 
in this case borders on irrationality.** Davis disagrees. While he doubts that 
someone can maintain that the resurrection occurred and yet deny divine 
intervention, he holds, remember, that naturalists can rationally deny the 
historicity of this event, in which case, of course, no explanation is needed. 

Critics such as Martin go even further. They argue that even if one 
grants that the resurrection of Jesus occurred, one can rationally deny that 
it was brought about by God (is a miracle) because it is just as plausible that 
this unusual event was the result of natural laws not yet discovered or fully 
understood, or that this event was simply uncaused by either natural or su- 
pernatural means.” 

Who is correct? Or, at least, which perspective is the most plausible? 
There is at present no consensus within the general philosophical commun- 
ity on these explanatory issues. But most philosophers agree that serious 
discussion of the appropriate epistemic relationship between evidence and 
worldviews is absolutely essential with respect to any disputed occurrence 
in the past. 


MIRACLES AND EVIL 


There is, however, one other issue surrounding any miraculous claim that 
clearly merits attention in this context. Let us consider again our scenario 
concerning John and his daughter. John believes that God can and will oc- 
casionally intervene and, thus, when his daughter becomes gravely ill, he 
beseeches God for assistance. When she recovers, he attributes the recovery 
in part to God’s direct activity and thanks God for this demonstration of di- 
vine compassion. 

Let us, though, now expand our story. Tom, a friend of John, is very 
happy about the seemingly miraculous healing of John’s daughter. He too 
has always believed that God can intervene occasionally in earthly affairs 
and is pleased to think that God has actually done so in the case of John’s 
daughter. Accordingly, when Tom encounters a number of starving child- 
ren during a business trip to India, he beseeches God for help. After all, he 
reasons, if God can heal John’s daughter, surely God can also help some of 
these children. Yet despite his fervent prayer, all the children die slow, pain- 
ful deaths. 
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The prima facie moral tension here is obvious: Why did God intervene 
in one case but not in the other? When considering instances of seemingly 
unnecessary suffering, many believers, as discussed in Chapter 9, empha- 
size the extent to which God is self-limited. God cares for everyone, it is 
argued. But God has created a moral context in which human freedom and 
the natural order that undergirds it are normally allowed to function unin- 
hibited. And in such a universe undesired evils are unavoidable. However, 
why then has John’s daughter been healed? If God's creative agenda keeps 
God from directly intervening in the case of starving children in India, how 
can God directly intervene in the case of John’s daughter without violating 
the structure of our moral universe? How can we think that God intervenes 
on behalf of some and not for others? 

The basic question here is not whether God can occasionally intervene, 
but why such interventions do not occur in a more understandable, orderly 
fashion. Or, as process theist David Griffin (b. 1939 states this point, why 
would a God who can unilaterally intervene not do so more frequently “in 
order to prevent particularly horrendous evils?’ 

Of course, many responses are available to theists. It can be argued that 
while situations may look analogous from our perspective, they may not be 
so from God’s. Or it can be argued that although situations may be analogous, 
God is under no moral obligation to act in ways we think are appropriate: God 
justifiably does what God wants for reasons beyond human understanding. 

But for some theists the tension remains, and it is strong enough to cause 
them to question whether God does in fact intervene today. Moreover, even 
for those theists who have resolved this “tension” for themselves, a general 
point appears valid. The acknowledged frequency of undesired but unavoid- 
able evil and the expected frequency of beneficial, direct divine intervention 
stand in an inverse relationship. To the extent that a theist responds to spe- 
cific instances of evil by claiming that God is barred from removing them 
because of the nature of our moral universe, this theist has less reason to ex- 
pect beneficial (miraculous) intervention in any specific situation. Moreover, 
to the extent that a theist resolves the tension in question by claiming that 
“God's ways are above our ways,” the less able she or he is to predict when 
and where any such intervention might occur. 

This type of tension, though, must be kept in perspective. It is true that 
the miraculous is a complex concept, and it is true that serious theoretical 
and practical questions concerning our ability to identify “miracles” do exist. 
But nothing argued in this chapter indicates that theists cannot in principle 
justifiably believe that miracles can occur, or even that miracles have actu- 
ally occurred.” 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. How is “miracle” best defined? Specifically, as you see it, could an event be con- 
sidered a miracle if a natural explanation were available? 
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2. Why does Flew believe we cannot acknowledge the occurrence of nonrepeatable 
counterinstances to well-established natural laws? Do you agree? 


3. Are you sometimes skeptical when you hear reports of alleged miracles? Why? 
Under what conditions is such skepticism justified? 


4, Swinburne and others believe that we can conceive of some events that could 
never be given natural explanations. Why? Do you agree? Can you conceive of 
some possible events that you believe could never be explained naturally if they 
were to occur? 


5. Jantzen and Larmer believe that if some conceivable events were to occur, it would 
be most reasonable to acknowledge divine supernatural causation. Briefly outline 
their line of reasoning and the types of criticism to which they must respond. Can 
you conceive of some possible events that you believe would require divine su- 
pernatural explanation if they were to occur? 


6. Those who believe God does miraculously intervene in earthly affairs face an ob- 
vious question: Given all the pain and suffering present in the world, why does 
God not intervene more frequently, or at least in a more systematic manner? How 
might a theist respond to this question? 


7. Do you think that someone who believes that miracles can occur will be less 
likely to search for a natural solution to personal and social problems? 


8. Do you believe that any miracles, as you define them, have actually occurred? 
Why or why not? 


9. Briefly outline the evidential case for and against the resurrection of Jesus. Which 
do you consider more convincing? 
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CHAPTER 11 


LIFE AFTER DEATH 


Are There Reasons for Hope? 





And the people from the margin, 
Watched him floating, rising, sinking, 
Till the birch-canoe seemed lifted 
High into that sea of splendor, 

Till it sank into the vapors 

Like the new moon slowly, slowly 
Sinking in the purple distance. 

And they said, “Farewell forever!” 
Said, “Farewell, O Hiawatha!” 

And the forests, dark and lonely, 
Moved through all their depths of darkness, 
Sighed, “Farewell, O Hiawatha!”... 
Thus departed Hiawatha, 

Hiawatha the Beloved, 

In the glory of the sunset, 

In the purple mists of evening, 

To the regions of the home-wind, 

Of the Northwest-Wind, Keewaydin, 
To the Islands of the Blessed, 

To the kingdom of Ponemah, 

To the land of the Hereafter! 


Henry W. Longfellow, 
The Song of Hiawatha 


The theme that death does not end human life, that a Hereafter of some 
sort exists, sounds through all religions. The ancient Egyptians buried their 
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mummified nobility, along with the food and valuables necessary for the 
long journey to the next life, in elaborate tombs decorated with statues or 
paintings of Osiris, god of the next world. Confucians and practitioners of 
traditional African religions remember and appease ancestors with spe- 
cial ceremonies at home altars, on their graves, or at sacred sites. Hindus 
speak of reincarnation and Buddhists of rebirth. The Koran, which uses the 
term “hereafter” (al-akhira) 113 times, frequently discusses the resurrection, 
judgment, and Paradise. In worship, many Christians regularly recite the 
Apostles’ Creed: “T believe in ... the resurrection of the body and the life ev- 
erlasting.” In fact, the belief in life after death is so central to religion that one 
author contends that it is more fundamental than the belief in God, so that if 
God did not exist, God would have to be created in order to “function as the 
benevolent purveyor of man’s immortality.” 

Because we all die, is it reasonable to believe that we will live again after 
our death? Opinion polls indicate that many people believe we will. The 
Barna Group reported in a 2003 survey that 81% of Americans believe in an 
afterlife of some sort, and that 79% believe that everyone has a soul that will 
live forever.” Such polls tell us what people believe but provide little help in 
determining the truth of the belief. Our task must be to clarify what is meant 
by life after death, determine its possibility, and assess purported evidence 
that it actually happens. 


TERMINOLOGY 


The first problem concerns the terminology we should use to discuss the 
subject. Although people frequently speak of immortality, we should use this 
term cautiously. Literally, it means “not dying,” and this appears to conflict 
with the fact that we all die. If immortality, understood literally, is to be 
possible, some part of us containing our personal identity must be able to 
survive physical death and corruption. Some see this continuance as non- 
physical or immaterial (a soul that lives on for an indefinite time in another 
sphere of existence, with or without some sort of body); a few identify it with 
some physical continuance. 

An associated concept is reincarnation—at some future time after death 
we again take up bodily existence on earth. Typically, although not always (as 
in Buddhism, where there is no persisting self substance to transmigrate and 
be reborn)? this view invokes a soul or self that survives death and can exist 
independently while it transmigrates from one body to another. Believers 
in reincarnation generally hold that transmigration occurs numerous times 
until we achieve final liberation. 

Some religions use the term resurrection to refer to what happens some- 
time after death. According to one traditional interpretation, bodies are res- 
urrected to be rejoined with a continuing soul. The Catholic tradition holds 
that unless the body reunited with the soul is the same body that died, 
resurrected persons cannot be the same as the deceased.* Other Christian 
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traditions believe that the resurrected body may differ significantly in con- 
tent from the present body. 

Still others speak of the re-creation of individual persons sometime after 
their death.° There is no actual immortality of a persisting soul, but simply 
life after death. Human existence is gap-inclusive: we live and die, our bod- 
ies after burial disintegrate or are cremated, and in the future we are re-cre- 
ated to live again. The same person as the deceased is re-created, although 
many features (appearance, physical composition, susceptibility to diseases) 
may differ from what we had prior to death. 

Clearly, the language we use to address the topic of life after death is 
not philosophically neutral. Immortality language invokes the concept of a 
soul, self, or physical continuance that is both the locus of personal identity 
and capable of persisting through physical death. On some such scenarios 
one can witness one’s own funeral. Life-after-death language accords with the 
truism that we all die, but in doing so (if understood literally) it rules out 
the identification of ourselves with a persisting or immortal soul-entity. Of 
course, one might take a more restricted view of death as applying solely to 
the body and understand life after death as life after the death of the body. 
Then “life after death” is compatible with viewing persons as ensouled 
beings, but it leads to a different understanding of death (death of the body 
vs. death of the person). 

In what follows we have to make a language choice. Since the term life 
after death seems the more neutral, we generally speak of the problem of life 
after death, although in some contexts the term immortality more accurately 
captures the thought. 


CONCEPTS OF LIFE AFTER DEATH 


Just as the language about life after death is diverse, so are people’s concepts 
of life after death. Four bear noting. 

According to one widely held view, we achieve our immortality by our 
living presence in the things or persons that continue after our death. We term 
this view immortality by remembrance. Chinese and some African religions 
espouse forms of this view; the deceased exist so long as they are remem- 
bered.° This view also plays a subtle role in our own everyday experience. 
Craftspeople, writers, and artists put something of themselves—their ideas, 
beliefs, hopes, fears, views of the world, signatures—into their work. They 
hope that the creations they leave behind will have lasting significance so that 
their name or fame will long outlive them. Donors endow public buildings, 
programs, or scholarships in their name. Others gain immortality by paint- 
ing on the canvas of history: holding political office, winning or losing battles, 
revolting against authority, committing outrageous crimes, acting on stage or 
screen, or making great discoveries or inventions. Some obtain their immor- 
tality by improving the lives of others; others seek to prolong their lives in 
their children, naming their children after themselves or their forebears.’ 
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Although immortality by remembrance describes a kind of immor- 
tality, it is divorced from the moral and spiritual dimensions that people 
often associate with immortality. In religious contexts, belief in immortality 
and preparation for it encourage and reinforce moral action. But immor- 
tality as remembrance advises accomplishment of only the noteworthy or 
memorable; immoral and inhumane acts are as likely to bring remembrance 
as moral acts. Lee Harvey Oswald, who shot President Kennedy, is remem- 
bered by more people than is Harriet Tubman, who worked to free American 
slaves. Further, this view fails to touch on the factual question of our own 
future existence. It is not insignificant that we want others to remember us, 
but we also want to know what will happen to us after we die. Is the grave 
or funeral pyre our end? 

The philosophical difficulties that allegedly haunt a belief in a literal 
resurrection have led some to advocate a second view of life after death. For 
example, Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976) concluded that “an historical fact 
which involves a resurrection from the dead is utterly inconceivable!”* Dead 
persons cannot be resuscitated. As a mythological event, resurrection must 
be demythologized to ascertain its existential significance for our present life. 
Resurrection language concerns power over sin and our freedom from guilt. 
Resurrected persons live with renewed commitment to the full realization of 
their authentic selves. 

Similarly, D. Z. Phillips (1934-2006) contends that the immortality of the 
soul has nothing to do with a life that extends beyond or begins after death.’ 
Death is not an event that a person experiences, like drinking coffee or get- 
ting the flu; rather, death is the end of that person’s experiences and possibil- 
ities.” Accordingly, it is necessary to reinterpret immortality in terms of our 
present experience and life. Eternal life is not an extension of our life but the 
present reality of goodness. It is not more life but the quality of our present 
life. Thus, when religion speaks about the eternal life of the soul, it means 
that what is important is overcoming death not in the sense that we survive 
death but that we die to ourselves by living unselfishly for others. 

Mark Johnston (b. 1954) comes to a similar view but by very different 
means. He distinguishes the self from the person (e.g, Abraham Lincoln). 
For him the self is an arena of presence or action, but arenas of presence 
are intentional states and thus have no independent existence. Since God 
cannot create intentional objects, like hallucinations, there is no self that can 
experience life after death. “Future-directed self-concern has established it- 
self upon a certain kind of persistent illusion of a self worth caring about.” 
Without a persisting self, we have no rational reason to develop self-interest 
but should adopt a general altruism. The reward for wanting and doing the 
good is not life after death but goodness itself. 

Good people do live on, but not as individual persons. “Good people 
are less attached to their own individual personalities; to the extent that they 
are good they care about the flourishing of individual personality as such, 
and...this is a likely outcome in many of the lives of those who will outlive 
them and be born after them. So the obliteration of their own individual 
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personalities is less of a loss to reasonably good people.”” Each good person 
has an initial embodiment and continues as embodied in other persons. If 
we are selfish, concerned for our own individuality, we cease to exist when 
our particular embodied human organism dies. But if we are good, we are 
genuinely concerned for the good of all persons, treating their interests as 
ours. We may not know their individual interests, but will understand and 
care for the interests we know they would have as humans. We continue to 
exist in those other persons. In effect, when we are good we live on, not as 
individuals, but in the higher level of personality found in other persons. 

The emphasis on the quality of our present life found in these views 
helpfully corrects the previous view of immortality as remembrance by 
stressing the implications the doctrine of life after death has for meaningful 
and moral living. Goodness, not extension of life, becomes the primary con- 
cern. But this view either takes such implications as the doctrine’s meaning 
and thus reduces its quantitative dimensions to the qualitative, or transfers 
individual future existence to that of the general welfare of people. 

A third view, prevalent in Vedantic Hinduism, is that after death 
those liberated from the cycle of existences experience union with the One 
or Nondual. Reality ultimately is nondual, although it can be viewed di- 
versely from the perspective either of the reality that evolves itself as this 
world (Brahman) or of the subject or self (tman). The self that I am Gtman) 
transcends my senses, mind, intellect, feeling, and will; it is pure conscious- 
ness. But my consciousness is not independent of all other consciousness; 
universal consciousness manifests itself in my self. Since Gtman is Brahman, 
individual human consciousness manifests the Nondual, although in an il- 
lusory way. Because we have forgotten our essential unity or identity with 
the Nondual and wrongly believe we are distinct from it, we are caught in 
the cycle of suffering. At some future time our conception of ourselves as 
distinct from the Nondual will be recognized to be an illusion, and we will 
be liberated to realize our union with it.” 

Here the factual question about the individual's future existence is an- 
swered, but in a way that might have little significance for the individual. 
Once union with the Nondual is realized, the individual no longer is aware 
of any uniqueness or distinct existence. It is like putting a drop of water 
into the ocean; the drop adds to the whole, but its identity is not preserved. 
Indeed, desire to preserve our identity is the root of our problems. Acceptance 
of this view of life after death depends on one’s larger view of reality and the 
human predicament—that is, on whether one believes that all is one (meta- 
physical monism) and that the source of suffering and unhappiness is our 
ignorance of our identity with the One. 

A fourth view might be termed personal life after death. On this view, 
individual persons either continue to live subsequent to their body’s death 
or begin to exist sometime after their own death. Two requirements must 
be met. First, persons after death must be the same as (identical to) and not 
merely similar to the deceased. Second, individuals must have sufficient 
reason to think they are the same person they were prior to death; that is, 
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they must be aware of self-identity. Without this, their immortality has no 
more significance for them than would the birth of someone in Tanzania 
after they die. This identification can be ensured, in part, by being aware 
of who one is (having a first person perspective) and the presence of true 
memories about the previous life.” 

We will examine in detail the view that people actually exist after their 
death. What we want to know is whether individual, personal life after death 
really does or will occur. But this question presupposes a prior one, for only 
if it is possible for persons to live subsequent to their death can they actually 
do so. In fact, almost without exception, the denial that we have life after our 
death is grounded not on arguments against its actuality but on the conten- 
tion that it is impossible. 

Several considerations govern the possibility of life after death. One 
consideration involves the existence of a powerful mediating agent. If living 
on after death is a natural event, if the soul can survive and in some natural 
way acquire another body, as Hindus believe, the existence of a separate, 
powerful agent is unnecessary. If living on after death is not a natural state, 
the existence and action of a being with the special power to bring about life 
after death is required, provided life after death is possible. That is, if we all 
die, not simply in body but in self, then unless an extremely powerful God 
exists, we have no ground for thinking that life after death is possible. For 
purposes of argument, we assume that such a God exists. 

The second consideration concerns the nature of human persons. If life 
after death is to be possible, human persons must be the sort of beings that 
can live subsequent to their death. If they are not, then arguments showing 
that life after death actually happens are moot. Thus, before discussing the 
question, “Are there good reasons for believing in life after death?” we must 
discuss the philosophically prior question, “What is the nature of human 
persons?” with an eye toward the possibility of life after death. 


PERSONAL IDENTITY AND THE SOUL 


One answer to the question, “What is the nature of human persons?” com- 
mences from our ordinary experience. “We cannot rid ourselves of the com- 
monsense perspective, in which mental items are conceived as elements in 
the biographies of subjects. The notion of pain without a sufferer, thought 
without a thinker, or perception without a perceiver, remains, to the eye of 
intuition, stubbornly unintelligible.” The subject of these experiences is 
not the brain, body, or anything physical, but a self or I that is our personal 
identity. 

Continuity of body or body parts like the brain is not sufficient for 
continuity of the person. Richard Swinburne (b. 1934) creates the story of 
the mad surgeon who informs you that he will transplant your left brain 
into one brainless body and your right brain into another, and that you can 
now choose which body will be tortured and which made happy after the 
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transplant. Undoubtedly you would have a distinct preference for being the 
person made happy, but how can you determine which transplant will be 
you? The fact that continuity of brain parts does not clearly establish which 
person is you shows that such continuity is insufficient for personal identity.” 
Although a critical part of our current existence, our body is not something 
we are. We need some sort of immaterial substance for continued identity. 

Neither can the person be identified with individual states of conscious- 
ness, categories of thought, memories, or the particular way we experience 
and understand the world. First, individual memories, conceptual catego- 
ries, and states of consciousness can be altered or lost without loss of per- 
sonal identity. We do not remember most of what occurred when we were 
five or ten, or even last year. Even larger patterns do not suffice, because we 
think about things differently from the way we did a number of years ago. 

Moreover, individual memory claims are not infallible. We might claim 
to remember particular things that never happened or happened differ- 
ently from the way we remember them. Hence, we must distinguish be- 
tween memory claims and true memory claims: only the latter could suffice 
as the criterion of personal identity. But what makes my memory claim a 
true memory claim? At least two factors do so: first, it must accurately report 
what in fact occurred; second, it must be my memory claim. But if only gen- 
uine memories can be used to establish personal identity, and if my genuine 
memories are memories only had by me, then it becomes impossible to hold 
that genuine memory claims constitute personal identity without begging 
the question: they already presume personal identity. In sum, our mental 
states might be used as evidence for establishing or assigning personal iden- 
tity, but they do not constitute personal identity. 

Consequently, it is reasonable to think that we are an irreducible, ulti- 
mate, unanalyzable immaterial self We do not say we have a self but that 
we are a self. Although we recognize others through their distinctive phys- 
ical characteristics and behavioral patterns, we know our own self either 
through some inner, intuitive self-awareness or through having experi- 
ences.” The currently embodied self, the subject and center of our experi- 
ences, is the agent of thinking, remembering, feeling, and understanding. 
The soul functions through its conscious episodes, such as having sensa- 
tions, thinking, and purposing. Although in this life the soul depends on the 
brain processes for its ability to function, it is independent of the brain for 
its existence. In effect, we consist of two parts, the soul or self as essential for 
our identity, and the body, which enables the soul to function in this world. 

Defenders advance six arguments for a dualist view of the human 
person. The first is termed the privacy argument. We are conscious beings 
with individualized sets of mental experiences consisting of self-aware- 
ness, beliefs, desires, intentions, and feelings. My access to these conscious 
experiences is immediate, first-hand, or private. You as an “outsider” might 
infer from my behavior what I am thinking or feeling, but you have no di- 
rect access to my private mental life. The physical, however, is public. My 
body and its processes are perceptible to others in the same way they are 
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perceptible to me. Because the public and the private are contradictory, that 
which is about something private cannot at the same time be about some- 
thing public. Consequently, introspective reports about our selves and our 
mental states cannot be about something public or physical.” We have a 
unique, first-person perspective that is not reducible to a physical third-per- 
son perspective. 

Consider, for example, what it is like to be a bat.” Bats have experiences 
different from ours, not the least because they can perceive by sonar. We can 
think about what it would be like for us to be a bat, but we lack the ability 
to experience what it is to be a bat. To do the latter we would have to be able 
to adopt a bat’s subjective point of view. But the only point of view we have 
on bats is objective or third-person: we can describe sonar and how it works, 
but we cannot experience it from the bat’s subjective standpoint. In short, 
having experiences requires a unique mental, subjective perspective. 

A second line of argument focuses on our human conceptual processes 
and their manifestation in language. Swinburne notes that the presence of 
universals, of the concepts of truth and negation, which are irrelevant to our 
behavior, and of logical relations such as implication indicates that there is 
something unique about humans in contrast to animals. These features are 
manifested in our language, which allows us to talk about states that are not 
actual, about the distinction between what is desirable and what is desired, 
and about values in general. But for him, the fact that we have to deal not 
only with syntax or grammatical structure, but also with semantics or mean- 
ing, points to the irreducibility of the mental to the physical. They must be 
accounted for by something immaterial.” 

A third focus is on human freedom.” Swinburne finds evidence of 
freedom or indeterminacy in that persons are counter-suggestible.™* If a 
person is told that given certain causal conditions he will do such and such, 
he could not only learn of this but act contrary to the deterministic predic- 
tion. In effect, given the extant causal conditions, persons can do otherwise. 
We frequently are carried along by our physical desires, but we can resist 
them if we believe that it is in our interest to do so. What cause us to act in 
many cases are not physical determinants, although they play a role, but our 
reason manifested in arguments. Appeal to reasons as causal conditions of 
our behavior points in the direction that physical causes are insufficient to 
explain human action.” In short, that we can counter our physical determi- 
nacy is best accounted for by appealing to the existence of an immaterial 
substance like the soul. 

In addition, we can be held morally responsible for our actions. However, 
moral accountability requires that we be free. According to the incompati- 
bilist or libertarian view of freedom, we must be able to have done otherwise 
than we did. That is, given the same causal conditions, we can choose to 
do or refrain from doing a certain action. But if we are identified with our 
physical components, if our psychological language refers to nothing more 
than physiological events that occur in the brain and central nervous system, 
then our choices are products of and explainable in terms of prior causal 
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conditions, and these in terms of other causal conditions that extend even 
prior to our own existence. If this is so, our actions are not free and we can- 
not be held morally accountable for our deeds. To be free moral agents we 
cannot be mere physical beings, part of a deterministic causal chain, but we 
must have a nonphysical aspect or be a nonphysical agent. 

A fourth argument might be termed a knowledge argument. Suppose - 
persons blind from birth learn all the physical facts about light and how it 
affects objects and about the neurophysiology of seeing. Once they gained 
their sight they would acquire additional knowledge about mental facts, 
such as what a particular color looks like, how one shade differs from an- 
other, and what it is to appear vivid. But mental facts about what we perceive 
differ from physical facts about light waves and neurophysiology. This di- 
versity of kinds of facts requires a diversity of kinds of substances: physical 
and mental.” 

But is not neuroscience adequate to explain the relations that hold be- 
tween mind and body? Swinburne does not think so because, although 
neuroscience might be able to provide a correlation between certain neural 
events and certain mental events, it cannot provide a scientific explanation 
in terms of natural laws for why the events occur. Laws state not merely 
what correlations might be observed, but what will necessarily happen 
given particular causal conditions. The law must go beyond showing that 
when people experience particular neural events, they experience partic- 
ular mental events, and that they do not experience those mental events 
without the particular neural events. They have to show how it fits into an 
acceptable scientific theory that is simple and fruitful in predicting addi- 
tional phenomena. Swinburne thinks that formulation of such a theory is 
unlikely because the events that are being causally connected differ quali- 
tatively; mind events differ from brain events.” Past successful attempts at 
reduction of natural properties, like heat, reduced the properties to physical 
ones, while at the same time distinguishing between what was experienced 
(the sensation of heat) and the physical property. But that suggests that the 
reduction of the mental itself to the physical is impossible; one cannot make 
the mental something other than it is. In particular, it cannot explain the 
apparent causal role of the mental in human life. 

A fifth argument derives from the notion of intentionality. Something 
has intentionality if it is about something—that is, if it is directed toward 
something beyond itself. “Some (perhaps all) mental states—thoughts, 
beliefs—have intentionality. No physical state has intentionality. Therefore, 
(at least) those mental states with intentionality are not physical.” 

Finally, some dualists appeal to the alleged existence of human paranor- 
mal powers. Minds purportedly have the power to communicate with other 
minds where no normal communication (in terms of a physical causal chain) 
would be possible (telepathy), to discern physical states of affairs without being 
able to perceive them (clairvoyance), and to move physical objects without 
using physical means (psychokinesis). For example, some experiments sug- 
gest that persons can communicate telepathically with others at a distance, 
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even when the subject is enclosed in chambers walled with lead and iron.” 
But paranormal phenomena seem incompatible with a materialistic concep- 
tion of the mind, for they presuppose that the mind is capable of receiving 
information about the world and other minds or of producing physical effects 
without requiring, as brains do, intermediate physical agencies.” 

For some philosophers, these and other strains of evidence” indicate that 
humans are some sort of nonphysical self or soul that currently exists in close, 
functioning conjunction with a body. Philosophers differ on the nature of this 
soul. One contemporary dualist adaptation of a Thomistic view” holds that 
the soul is a substance that occupies a body in some nonspatial way. It “is an 
individuated essence that makes the body a human body and that diffuses, 
informs, animates, develops, unifies and grounds the biological functions of 
its body. The various chemical processes and parts (e.g, DNA) involved in 
morphogenesis are tools, means or instrumental causes employed by the soul 
as it teleologically unfolds its capacities toward the formation of a mature 
human body that functions as it ought to function by nature.” Although in 
one sense the soul is simple, it is also complex in that it has a variety of facul- 
ties, functions, or abilities, most notably life-sustaining, organic functioning 
and mental performance. It “is not a dualism of two separable substances. 
There is only one substance, though we do not identify it with the body-soul 
composite. ...The one substance is the soul, and the body is an ensouled bio- 
logical and physical structure that depends on the soul for its existence.” 

Cartesian substance dualists maintain that two kinds of substances, ex- 
tended and unextended, exist. As an unextended, thinking substance, the 
soul (I, self, mind) differs from but currently relates to the body. The soul’s 
functions are mental, including self-awareness, memory, conceiving, and 
emoting. Although currently occurring in close or integrative conjunction 
with the body, it is questionable whether the functions of the soul can be 
sustained apart from it. To function it would need to be reconnected to some 
sort of appropriate body.* This Cartesian substance dualist view differs in 
part from the Thomist view by assigning life-related functions to the phys- 
ical or biological. 

A third view, termed emergent dualism, differs from Cartesian du- 
alism in holding that the soul is not a divine addition to but an emergent 
from the physical. Indeed, many organisms (e.g., those with consciousness) 
have souls of varying degrees of complexity. The human being, therefore, is 
fully connected to its evolutionary antecedents. At the same time, this view 
is truly dualistic, for what emerges from the physical is more than mental 
properties, but something that provides unity to human experience and can 
continue after what gave rise to it disappears.” 


IMMORTALITY OF THE SOUL 


The implications of psychophysical dualism for life after death are obvious. 
If the self is identified with a nonphysical entity or substance that is currently 
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but only contingently embodied, then because dying is a physical process, it 
is possible that the soul’s existence would not terminate at physical death. 
Death might significantly affect the quality of soul-life. The corruption of the 
body would end functions, such as sensation, that require mutual involve- 
ment of both the physical and nonphysical. But what is not dependent upon 
the physical could survive and continue. Furthermore, since the soul is the 
self, we have sufficient grounds for holding that life after death is personal 
and mental, that we survive physical death with our self-identity and self-a- 
wareness essentially intact. 

What kind of existence after death does the believer in the soul envision? 
There are three major schemas, each with many permutations. The first view 
is that the soul at death immediately unites with a body of some sort. Some 
religions believe this is another physical body; others believe it is a spiritual 
body. In the second schema, the soul continues to exist after death but does 
not function until it is united with something that provides what it requires 
to function.” Some refer to this as soul sleep. In the third schema, the soul 
continues to exist and function disembodied, either temporarily until united 
with a body or permanently. One can find temporary disembodiment in the 
Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory. 

Any soul activity during a disembodied state would be of a paranormal 
sort insofar as it is divorced from a functioning brain and physical senses. 
Perception would require the addition of new and different powers or the ex- 
tension of currently little-used perceptual powers such as clairvoyance and 
telepathy; by thoughts and desires alone it would act, as in psychokinesis. H. 
H. Price (1899-1984) suggested that the next world is composed of souls that 
have mental images about which they have beliefs and desires. “There might 
be a set of visual images related to each other perspectively, with front views 
and side views and back views all fitting neatly together in the way that 
ordinary visual appearances do now.”” Such a group of images might also 
contain tactile, taste, auditory, and olfactory images, so that a nexus of in- 
terrelated images would constitute an object. One might even have a visual 
image of the body one had in the prior life. This body image might form the 
center of one’s image world, much as our body now does. The entire envi- 
ronment of the disembodied individual would be composed of such families 
of mental images and would serve as the immortal’s world. Development of 
some such scenario would be necessary to avoid solipsism (the view that the 
individual self is the whole of one’s reality). 


CRITICISM OF THE SOUL-CONCEPT 


This view of human persons is not without its difficulties. In addition to 
the general absence of empirical confirmation, perhaps the most substantial 
problem in the context of immortality is that after death this immaterial self, 
if it is to continue to function in any meaningful or conscious way, would have 
to sustain functions such as concept formation and memory recall. Unless 
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the soul were immediately united with a body, the physical brain could not 
be a necessary condition for major cognitive processes. But this runs coun- 
ter to much psychological and physiological evidence that strongly indicates 
that mental processes are causally linked to particular areas of the brain. 
fMRIs have been used to study the brain while subjects are asked to perform 
various mental tasks like looking at pictures, reading a text, or thinking 
about something. The resulting data show diverse brain areas with varying 
oxygen utilization of arterial blood flows. The evidence-backed assumption 
is that increased oxygen utilization connects with increased localized neural 
activity. In studies of people with epilepsy electrical stimulation of a spe- 
cific brain area has been correlated with the subject having certain kinds of 
experiences. In one such experiment the subject had out-of-body experiences 
when the right angular gyrus was directly stimulated.* 

Physical inheritance likewise plays a significant role in certain mental 
abilities and the degree to which they function successfully. In comparing 
the intelligence of members of natural families, the highest IQ correla- 
tion (0.86) exists between identical twins raised together but progressively 
diminishes for fraternal twins (0.60), siblings (0.47), and children biologi- 
cally unrelated but living together (0.25). The farther removed the genetic 
relation, the lower the correlation, reaching zero in unrelated adults.” This 
indicates that heredity plays a major role in determining mental ability and 
function. 

Third, diseases or disabilities that affect the mind (such as Down syn- 
drome) are brain-based. Consider dyslexia, which not only can be inherited 
(since 80 percent of dyslexic persons have parents who suffer from dyslexia) 
but for which chromosomal regions have been identified as possible gene 
locations. Dementia of the Alzheimer’s type occurs when neurofibrillary 
tangles form, inhibiting the transport of what is essential to the cell’s func- 
tioning. When globules of amyloidal protein accumulate, neurons die, cre- 
ating holes in the brain tissue. CT scans of Alzheimer’s-affected brains look 
strikingly different from those of healthy brains. The effects of this brain 
change include forgetfulness, depression, aphasia (difficulty finding the 
right word), and apraxia (inability to implement purposeful movements). In 
twin studies of schizophrenia the role of heritability also is established. 

Fourth, damage to the brain directly affects awareness, consciousness, 
memory, and conceptual ability. For example, persons whose brain hemi- 
spheres have been severed (split brain persons), when presented with an 
object on the left that is sensed only by the right hemisphere of the brain, 
cannot tell what they see, although they can point to it with their left hand. 
The right brain, which controls the left hand, knows the object, but the left 
brain, which is the main area for speech and communication, does not know 
of the object because no information passes through the severed corpus cal- 
losum. The case of Clive Wearing is instructive. A noted and accomplished 
pianist, he suffered an attack of viral encephalitis that destroyed almost all 
of his hippocampus, the region of the brain that processes and stores new 
information in memory. The result was that although he could still perform 
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musically, he forgot all of his recent experiences within two minutes after 
they occurred.” 

Fifth, certain mental abilities are locatable in the brain. The operations 
of working memory are carried out in the prefrontal lobes of the cerebral 
cortex, which “is divided into multiple memory domains, each specialized 
for encoding a different kind of information, such as the location of objects, 
the features of objects (color, size and shape), and additionally, in humans, 
semantic and mathematical knowledge.” Further, the storage area of explicit 
memories is especially found in the hippocampus. When the drug N-methyl- 
D-aspartate (NMDA) is introduced, receptors are stimulated. When these 
same receptors are bound by a drug and cannot respond to the NMDA mol- 
ecules, stimulation of the synapses that made them sensitive (what is termed 
long-term potentiation) is inhibited.“ 

It is true that individual ideas cannot yet be correlated with particular 
energy transfers in the brain. Yet discerning patterns of energy events or 
networks of functioning cells that connect with types of mental activity 
makes brain research into mental processes possible.* And although there 
remains disagreement on the degree to which particular mental functions 
are located in specific areas of the brain or connected with dispersed brain 
functioning, “[allready, the evidence is strong for cortical regions that are 
selectively engaged in the perception of faces, places, bodies, and words and 
another region for thinking about what other people are thinking....The 
possibility is already within reach of obtaining a cognitively precise parts 
list for the human brain. The most exciting aspect of this enterprise is not 
where each component is found in the brain but which functions get their 
own region, and ultimately why some get their own region and others ap- 
parently do not,” 

This evidence does not irrefutably establish the falsity of dualism; mind 
and brain might merely be correlated. But the likelihood of mere correlation 
is difficult to maintain in light of contemporary brain research. 

Equally problematic is how to determine whether a persisting but 
disembodied soul is the same person as the deceased. If, as argued above, 
memories cannot be used as a criterion to establish personal identity, what 
criterion could be used to establish that the disembodied soul is the same as 
the deceased? If, as some think, the above argument is mistaken and memo- 
ries can be used as a criterion of personal identity, only true memories would 
count. But since to determine true memories requires access to bodily events 
and to the connection of that soul with a particular body, bodily identity 
would need to supplement true memories as a criterion of identity.” But no 
body is present in disembodied existence. Finally, the dualist may suggest 
that identity is provided for by continuity of a soul substance. But because a 
substance “stands under” properties and is itself property-less, it brings no 
additional content to be used to establish identity. The dualist, it seems, must 
resort to the position that “personal identity is unanalyzable and primitive; 
it cannot be broken down into a more basic something else that could be 
taken to constitute personal identity.” 
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THE SELF AS A PSYCHOPHYSICAL UNITY 


Many contemporary philosophers reject the existence of nonphysical souls 
or minds as incompatible with our knowledge of humans as physical beings. 
Personal identity is located in our mind-body (psychophysical) unity; we 
are fundamentally biologically physical beings. 

In the past half-century or so philosophers have proposed diverse ma- 
terialist or naturalist theories to explain the nature of this psychophysical 
unity. Recent reductionists such as Douglas Hofstadter (b. 1945) have argued 
that the self is “an active, self-updating collection of structures organized to 
‘mirror’ the world as it evolves.” These high-level structures are composed 
of lower-level active patterns, and these of still lower patterns, until we reach 
the lowest level, which consists of nothing more than neural firings. Taken 
individually, these neural firings are random and meaningless, but statis- 
tical regularity reveals patterns that encode the information necessary for 
the organism to respond interactively to other patterns of symbols in its en- 
vironment. When the patterns of firings are interpreted at the highest levels, 
we give them meaning, and these meaning-assigned patterns become alter- 
native ways of explaining who we are. 

Hofstadter gives the analogy of an ant colony. A colony has different 
levels: the colony itself, groups of diverse ants like the workers, teams of 
ants, and the individual ants. We assign meanings to the higher levels (for 
example, the workers remove a fly carcass) and suggest that these higher 
levels encode information for the colony. But these higher-level patterns of 
behavior are ultimately mere products of the random motions of individual, 
unintelligent ants. 

One problem for such reductionist accounts is that mental events appear 
to be not only genuine events, but also genuine causes of physiological or 
neurological events. That is, critics argue that there is evidence of top-down 
causation, for example, where mental activity is deficient. For instance, per- 
sons suffering from agnosia receive visual stimuli but are unable to recog- 
nize what they see (for example, a face), even though they can recognize it 
through data conveyed through other senses. 

Some reductionists argue that we are programmable machines, poten- 
tially replicable by sophisticated (though yet undeveloped) computers. This 
view faces the objections of John Searle (b. 1932), who contends that purely 
formal or syntactical structures cannot produce understanding. Semantic 
contents are necessary, and they are caused by brains or things with similar 
causal powers that extend beyond the mere processing of algorithms. 

Other, less reductionistic but materialist models of the person allow for 
top-down causation. Searle argues that mental phenomena are properties 
that emerge from physiological microelements and hence are as real as any 
other properties. Indeed, mental properties are higher-level biological prop- 
erties that can bring about effects through “intentional causation,” where the 
“cause both represents and brings about the effect.”® Other materialists pro- 
vide a supervenience account that holds that mental properties supervene on 
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physical properties; that is, mental properties work through physical prop- 
erties." Still others advocate a constitution view according to which persons 
are constituted by but not identical with their bodies.” We cannot pursue the 
wide variety of materialist or physicalist views of the person; our interest 
lies in their implications for the possibility of life after death. 


RE-CREATION AND SPATIOTEMPORAL CONTINUITY 


Most materialists hold that spatial-temporal continuity is necessary for per- 
sonal identity. Since human persons are not mere assemblages of components 
but physical beings whose components have a particular causal history, not 
mere persistence, but persistence where what exists before causally relates in 
relevant ways to what exists after, is necessary to establish personal identity. 
Hence, if we are to experience life after death, something physical, identified 
with our self, must causally continue. Since it appears that nothing compa- 
rable to a self continues after the body dies, the prospects for life after death 
on a materialist position are dim. 

Despite these appearances, theistic materialists have developed several 
scenarios to show that life after death is possible. Peter van Inwagen (b. 1942) 
argues that if the causal chain that connects our components is broken, di- 
vine reassembly cannot re-create the person. The reassembled being results 
from a divine miracle, not natural processes, and would no longer be human. 
Hence, since spatiotemporal continuity of the causally related features that 
make for life is necessary for personal identity, some sort of causal, material 
continuity must hold between my present material composition and my fu- 
ture composition for the human person as a material organism to exist in the 
future. He suggests that at the moment of death God preserves the essen- 
tial matter that is the human person to be used later to re-form that person. 
What exactly this matter is van Inwagen leaves undeveloped. He refers to 
it as the “naked kernel,” the seed that continues to exist until God “clothes 
it in a festal garment of new flesh.” Elsewhere he refers to it as “the ‘core 
person’—the brain and central nervous system—or even some special part 
of it.” 

But how can this core person/matter be preserved through decay or cre- 
mation? Van Inwagen responds that it is possible that we only seem to die 
(e.g, be burned or decay). At the last moment before death God snatches 
away and preserves our core matter, substituting something that looks like 
it. To pull off this switch, God must deceive—and, one might say, do an ex- 
cellent job of it, since no physician or embalmer has yet caught on about the 
true status of the deceased’s remains. 

To avoid this deception, Kevin Corcoran (b. 1964) modifies this sce- 
nario, suggesting that God, at the very last instant of an earthly life, causes 
the simple elements that compose the body to fission (split into two) into 
spatially segregated sets of causally related simples. One set becomes the 
corpse, while the other continues to exist in some other sphere.” 
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But which set is the real person: the corpse (so that the person really 
did die) or the fission-person in another space (so that the person really did 
not die)? There seems little reason to think that one of these rather than the 
other is the person, because the two have the same respective composition. 
And if there is little reason to choose one rather than the other, how can per- 
sons conclude that they have survived their death rather than died? Perhaps 
then neither is the person, for on the traditional view of identity, if both the 
deceased and the continuer can be the person, neither one is. Corcoran’s re- 
sponse is that the person is the closest continuer. Because the deceased did not 
continue, there is only one continuer, which is the person. 

A third materialist scenario rejects the requirement of spatiotempo- 
ral continuity and instead holds that since we are physiological organisms 
that at base are composed of coded matter, God could physically re-create 
and program us with all the physical and psychical characteristics we pos- 
sessed before we died. Specifically, because consciousness is a brain process 
or emergent biological property of brains, our brain could be re-created and 
programmed to have neural components and structures identical to those 
we had when we died so that we would have substantially the same memo- 
ries, ideas, perspectives, and personality traits that we had before we died. 

This is possible even on the radical reductionistic view of persons. If 
we are only programs that are to some extent independent of specific hard- 
ware, an omnipotent and omniscient being could re-create us simply by in- 
stalling our unique software program into hardware of some relevant sort. 
The precise nature of the hardware may be insignificant, so long as it can 
boot up, run, and carry out the functions and commands of the relevant 
programs. We would thus be gap-inclusive persons: we would exist, cease 
to exist at death, and again exist at the time of re-creation, whenever that 
may be." 

But would re-created persons be the same as the deceased, for as gap- 
inclusive they are neither spatially nor temporally continuous with the de- 
ceased? Yet why should we think that spatiotemporal continuity is necessary 
for personal identity? It is true that we often consider spatiotemporal con- 
tinuity necessary for identity. If a fire destroyed van Gogh's “The Reapers” 
and then a skilled copyist precisely re-created it, we would hesitate to affirm 
that the re-creation is an authentic van Gogh or to pay millions for the 
exact replica. But the reason spatiotemporal continuity is important in “The 
Reapers” is that the identity of the painting as a van Gogh involves more than 
the particular distribution of paint on canvas. It is a van Gogh because it was 
painted by van Gogh. Were it destroyed by fire and repainted in exact detail 
by the skilled copyist, although the content would be identical, it would no 
longer be the painting van Gogh created. Spatiotemporal continuity is essen- 
tial to the painting’s identity in order to make it a van Gogh—that is, to pre- 
serve the special causal sense captured in the identification of the painting 
as a van Gogh. 

But is spatiotemporal continuity necessary for the painting to have 
its identity as “The Reapers”? If one considers the painting in terms of its 
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content and not its cause (where its origins are not part of its identity condi- 
tions), then one would look to the properties of the painting to determine 
that it is “The Reapers” rather than Caillebotte’s “The Floor Scrapers.” That 
is, we can identify an object by its unique set of essential characteristics, 
which may or may not include its origin. 

Critics respond that it is not merely the possession of unique, essential 
characteristics, but the possession of them connectedly over time and space 
that is necessary for something's identity. Yet we make interesting excep- 
tions to the spatiotemporal continuity criterion of identity. We do not re- 
quire connected continuity for abstract objects, such as wars, plays, pieces of 
music, or even this chapter that, if erased on disk and then identically recop- 
ied, would be the same chapter. But what about concrete objects? Consider 
an expensive necklace, whose diamonds have been removed and dispersed 
over the years. A jeweler, wishing to reassemble the same necklace, collects 
all the diamonds and restrings them (even with a different string) in the 
same order (or even in a different order if the necklace is not defined by the 
order of its diamonds). Would it not be appropriate to say that he has reas- 
sembled the same necklace, even though the components lack continuous 
connectivity? . 

But, someone might object, at least the diamonds continued to exist in 
the meantime. Then consider the way persons as characters function in plays. 
Hamlet has identity through the acts of a play; we experience no logical dif- 
ficulty considering him in the play as a gap-inclusive person whose exist- 
ence is punctuated by intermissions between acts. (Of course, the actor has 
spatiotemporal continuity between scenes or acts, but we clearly can distin- 
guish between the actor and Hamlet.) It might be objected that the content of 
the acts, which may contain references to experiences off-stage, requires we 
assume that the character has a life between acts. But one could write a play 
in which the character expressly has no experiences between the acts. As 
persons in the context of plays have identity despite being gap-inclusive, so 
it is possible for people in real life to be gap-inclusive with God's re-creating 
assistance. And as the character in Act I may not know that she is gap-inclu- 
sive, so we too may not know that human persons are gap-inclusive. 

Our discussion of spatiotemporal continuity introduces a second objec- 
tion, namely that a bodily or physical criterion is not only not necessary, it 
is insufficient for personal identity. Mark Johnston argues that it is possible 
that through the accidental arrangement of Wendy’s atoms or through divine 
activity she comes to be in a way that reproduces both Mary’s and Sharon’s 
bodily state at death. But then Wendy would be the same as Mary and as 
Sharon. But one numerically distinct person cannot be identical with two 
other numerically distinct persons. What this shows, he contends, is that one 
cannot use a bodily criterion for personal identity; hence, re-creation of the 
body is not sufficient to establish identity.” 

But, one might reply, if the physical body of Mary at death is the same 
as the physical body of Sharon at death, then either this scenario is impos- 
sible Gf Mary and Sharon exist simultaneously) by the principle that two 
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numerically distinct individuals cannot be identical, or else Mary and Sharon 
are identical, living at different times. In both cases, Johnston's objection col- 
lapses. If the former, then one need not worry whether Wendy is the same as 
both, since the objection itself contains the contradiction. If the latter, there 
is no contradiction, for since the two women are identical, living at different 
times, Wendy can also be identical with them, living at a different time. The 
principle of identity is not violated. 

The objection might be reformulated in terms of the argument’s em- 
ployment of psychological criteria of identity. Quite apart from any brain 
continuity, psychological criteria fail to sufficiently establish identity, so that 
although re-created persons possess the same memories, beliefs, intentions, 
desires, and so forth once possessed by the deceased, they might not be the 
same as the deceased. B. A. O. Williams (1929-2003) constructs the case of 
Guy Fawkes.” After Guy’s death Robert and Charles both claim to remember 
being Guy Fawkes. That is, they both claim to have his memories (and one 
could specify the other psychological features as well). But if memories are 
constitutive of or sufficient for personal identity, we have a problem. If just 
one person had Guy’s memories, we might be free to identify that person 
as Guy Fawkes, using this criterion. But if two persons claim to have those 
memories, we cannot say that only one is really Guy and the other is a rep- 
lica, or even that both are replicas and not Guy. Both satisfy the criterion for 
being Guy. But neither can we say that both of them are Guy, for again one 
person cannot be two numerically different people. In effect, psychological 
features, where there is only one claimant, are normally sufficient for per- 
sonal identity, but since it is logically possible that there could be two claim- 
ants, we should give up on the notion of employing a psychological criterion 
for personal identity. 

One reply is that two numerically different persons cannot have the 
same true memories as Guy, since if memories are the criteria of identity 
only one could be identical with Guy. The memories of the other would not 
be true, but merely replicated, memories. Even bringing in God here would 
not help, for God can do only what is logically possible. But since it is logi- 
cally impossible that two or more numerically distinct individuals be iden- 
tical to each other and to the person who died, God cannot re-create two 
individuals psychologically identical to the deceased. Hence, the multiple 
replica criticism fails: although God might be able to re-create one person to 
be identical to the deceased, God cannot make both simultaneously identical 
with him. The objector is misled by contending that since a can be true and 
b can be true, both a and b can be true. But this does not follow: although it 
is true that I could have been born in New York and I could have been born 
in Nevada, it does not follow that I could have been born in both New York 
and Nevada. 

But, the objector might respond, how would someone know which 
person was similar to and which was identical with the deceased on the basis 
of having the memories? On this multiple replica scenario, where we have 
two persons both claiming to be re-creations of Guy, we have no grounds 
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for deciding which is really Guy. If we have no grounds, the objector con- 
tinues, then since according to the principle of identity both persons cannot 
be Guy, neither is Guy. The fact that someone makes memory claims about 
performing Guy’s actions at a previous time does not compel us to assert 
that that person really is Guy and did those actions. One response to this ar- 
gument is that although it is true that we cannot deduce identity from mem- 
ories, a person cannot have true memories about experiences undergone by 
a particular person and not be that person. Identity appears to be deducible 
from true memories. Hence, although we may not be able to discern whether 
Robert or Charles is identical with the deceased Guy, both cannot be identi- 
cal with him, given that only one can make true memory claims. 

But since memories often are uncheckable, appeal to true memories 
may not suffice to establish identity in any given case. Lynne Baker (b. 1944), 
using her Constitution View of the person, suggests an appeal to a first-per- 
son perspective. She distinguishes between the conditions necessary to be 
an organism and those necessary for being a person. A human person is a 
person because it has a first-person perspective. But having a first-person 
perspective is not necessary for being a bodied being; all sorts of animals are 
bodied beings lacking this perspective. Persons, then, are not identical to but 
constituted by their body, and the sameness of persons between times is the 
sameness of their first-person perspective, not the sameness of the body.” 
Whereas the relation between me and my first-person perspective is neces- 
sary, the relation between me and a body is contingent although essential 
(to exist I must be embodied in some form). Given this view, suppose that 
God made 100 replicas of my body. Although these replicas have identically 
constituted bodies, they cannot have my first-person perspective, that which 
makes a person me. Although others might not be able to distinguish me 
from the replicas, I know who I am in virtue of my first-person perspective. 

A distinct advantage of this view is that it “allows that a person’s resur- 
rection body may be non-identical with her earthly biological body.” Since 
I am not identical with but constituted by my body, it is possible that my 
first-person perspective be in or from a different body, just as it was possible 
that Michelangelo carved his masterpiece “David” out of a different piece 
of marble or even wood. The particular marble he used was contingent, al- 
though “David” could not have existed without some sculpted medium. The 
advantage, then, is that this view can accommodate those who maintain a 
psychological criterion of identity of some sort (e.g, first-person perspective) 
and who deny that spatiotemporal continuity is a necessary condition for 
personal identity. 

Baker contends that although sameness of first-person perspective is the 
criterion for sameness of person over time, there is no criterion for sameness 
of first-person perspective.” We have reached a basic experience. An inter- 
esting feature of this discussion is that we have returned to fundamentally 
the same response that some dualists give to the personal identity problem: 
the soul or re-created person is identical to the deceased because of this basic 
awareness of the self. 
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One final issue of interest arises: What is the state of the person after 
death on a monist view of persons? Christians traditionally held that per- 
sons exist in an interim time: death was conquered by Jesus but the victory 
over death is not yet consummated, for we still die. The transformation of 
our body from physical to spiritual is future, reserved for the End of the 
World. As such, the re-creation of the dead remains both a Christian comfort 
and a hope. But if the re-creation or resurrection of the dead is future, what 
is the state of persons between death and re-creation? It would seem to fol- 
low that the individual person does not exist during this interim time, but 
exists again only at the re-creation or resurrection. 

Oscar Cullmann (1901-1999) reaches conclusions about life after death 
similar to those we have come to above, although by different arguments. 
However, from his New Testament studies Cullmann goes on to claim that 
humans must have some kind of existence in an interim state. The dead, 
he says, are asleep, proximate to Christ, waiting for the transformation of 
their bodies at the End. They are in an imperfect state since they lack a 
Resurrection body. This is not immortality of the soul, he claims, for this in- 
terim state results from the divine renewing action of the Holy Spirit.” 

What is this inner person that is asleep, awaiting bodily transforma- 
tion? Cullmann says that it is not an immortal soul, but rather the person 
transformed by the Holy Spirit. But if there is a sleeper, although there is no 
conscious activity, Cullmann has reneged on his anthropological monism. 
Humans are composed of the inner person and the body, the former capable 
of existing without the latter. We no longer have the resurrection of the dead 
person, but resurrection of the body at the End, rejoined with the sleeping 
inner person. But the New Testament theme is not the resurrection of the 
body; this enters later with the Apostles’ Creed. Rather, the resurrection is 
of the dead, of the person, which on a monist view includes the physical, 
mental, and first-person perspective.“ The re-creation of the body will be 
only one aspect of the total re-creative process: the re-creation of the indi- 
vidual human person. Thus, for the monist, there is no interim state. The 
time when the deceased returns to existence depends on the time of God’s 
re-creation, and if this is future, we have a gap-inclusive existence between 
the before and the not-yet. However, although the wait for re-creation might 
be long if time is considered objectively, when time is considered subjec- 
tively, the awareness of re-creation immediately follows death. From a sub- 
jective point of view, the person does not wait for this event; it occurs in the 
next moment of awareness following death. As the New Testament puts it, to 
die is to be “at home with the Lord.” 

The conclusion of what we have considered thus far is that both per- 
spectives on the human person—that we are souled beings and that we 
are psychophysical unities—appear to allow, in one version or another, for 
the possibility of life after death. One cannot reject life after death on the 
grounds that it is contradictory. At the same time, both views face serious 
challenges: the one whether we have adequate grounds for thinking 
that disembodied souls can exist as cognitively active persons, the other 
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whether spatiotemporal continuity is necessary for all cases of personal 
identity. 


THERE IS NO PERSISTING SELF 


In contemporary philosophy the traditional view of the self as a soul inhab- 
iting a body is largely supplanted by the psychophysical conception of the 
human being that we discussed in the previous sections. For some, how- 
ever, even the physicalist view is fraught with problems because it still main- 
tains a view of personal identity encapsulated in the persistence over time 
of some sort of stable physical substance, whether the body as a living and 
functioning organism, or a part of the body like the brain that is responsible 
for psychological properties. 

Derek Parfit (b. 1942) contends that when we treat the self as a contin- 
uing or persisting thing, certain philosophical puzzles remain irresolvable. 
Suppose that we transplanted Susan’s brain into Amanda’s body, from which 
her brain was removed. The physicalist who identifies personal identity 
with a continuously functioning brain would contend that Susan would go 
with her brain into Amanda’s body rather than staying with Susan’s brain- 
less body. But suppose we transplanted half of Susan's brain into Amanda’s 
body and the other half into Jane’s body (assuming that the brain halves 
can function satisfactorily to maintain cognitive functions). Where then is 
Susan? Does Susan fail to survive, survive only in one of either Amanda’s 
and Jane’s bodies, or survive in both bodies as two persons? Parfit employs a 
parallel argument to that given above about Guy Fawkes. The first response 
is countered by the contention that when we transplanted Susan’s entire 
brain into Amanda's body, Susan went with the brain. Since there is noth- 
ing contraindicating this happening in transplanting half of Susan’s brain 
into each of the two brainless bodies, we have no reason to think that Susan 
does not survive at all as a person. Likewise, she would not survive in only 
one of the new bodies, for the conditions of transplantation are the same as 
for the transplantation of the whole brain, and we would have no reason 
for selecting Amanda over Jane, or vice versa. The third option is ruled out 
because it is generally accepted that one person cannot be two numerically 
different people: Susan cannot exist as a person in both Amanda’s and Jane’s 
bodies. In effect, Parfit concludes, the only real solution to this problem is to 
abandon the language of continuing personal identity altogether. We must 
reject the very question itself as to which or both of these two really is Susan. 
Answers to questions about survival and moral responsibility will have to 
be given without invoking personal identity. 

Similar problems plague the attempt to identify personal identity 
with psychological continuity. Identity is a transitive relation, in that if A 
is identical with B and B with C, A is identical with C. But with psycho- 
logical continuity, found for example in memories, there might be a strong 
memory continuity between A and B and between B and C without C being 
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very aware of A’s memories. After I put on my shirt yesterday, I remembered 
when and where I did so, but today that memory might not be among my 
collection of memories. The farther A and its successors are separated (say A 
and Z), the less Z remembers of A. 

For Parfit, our identity over time involves a relationship that arises from 
the psychological connectedness and continuity between persons, resulting 
from the causal relations between them. Instead of a long-term continuity of 
identity, a strong connectedness holds between overlapping chains of per- 
sons. We need not adhere to the view that successive persons either are or 
are not identical persons. They are different descriptions of the same out- 
come: successive persons are causally related in some fashion. 

If we relinquish affirming personal identity that is maintained over 
time, with what do we replace it, and what are the implications of this view 
for survival or life after death? Parfit maintains that survival, whether in 
this life from day to day or after death, is a matter of degree, and that what 
matters are relations of degree holding between persons. The relations be- 
tween persons are not relations of identity, but rather of connectedness and 
continuity. The person that exists later is causally connected with the person 
existing before, not only physically but more importantly psychologically, 
so that the memories, beliefs, and intentions of the former are in the later 
person, more or less as the later person is distant from the first person who 
caused them. We continue, then, indefinitely through causally related succes- 
sive person stages, not because we have an identical self that passes through 
these stages, but because the stages are causally connected in ways that, in 
part, connect crucial psychological features derived from the past self. The 
case of life after death may not be significantly different from what occurs 
in this life, since in this life we are causally related to subsequent beings that 
carry memories of what we have done, further our intentions, and embrace 
some of our values. So the question whether or not I survive is really the 
question whether some person will be alive later who has psychological con- 
nectedness to me. The relations between distant selves will not be in terms 
of direct psychological relatedness but are mediated by many causally con- 
nected and immediately contiguous intermediates. These relations are not 
discrete, but overlap to form complex psychological states at any given time. 
Life after “my death” is thus possible because of these very psychological 
relations existing between former and later persons, but it won't be my life. 
No one in the future after my death will be me by continuity of identity, but 
this has always been the case.” 

A similar way of considering human persons is found in Buddhism. 
The Buddha rejected the traditional Hindu notion of a persistent self or 
ātman. Affirmation of a persistent self leads people into the path of suffer- 
ing by fostering selfish cravings and desires; ignorance about the fact that 
we have no self further exacerbates the human predicament. Instead, the 
Buddha developed the theory of the five khandhas or attachment groups. The 
groups consist of psychological events (found in feelings, perceptions, dis- 
positions, and consciousness) and physical events. No self lies behind these 


Life After Death 251 


events of our experience; they are not owned by anyone. Rather, we take 
these events of our experience to constitute us. We bundle these events or 
processes together to form a fictive person, whom we then name to enable 
easy reference; that person is viewed as the experiential functioning of these 
processes or events.® 

Now it might be wondered how the Buddhist can believe in rebirth, 
given this understanding of a human person as an ever-changing bundle 
of khandhas rather than as a transmigrating self. The Buddha's response is 
that between the deceased and the “reborn” a causal relation exists, and 
this causal relation between the khandhas is sufficient to account for rebirth 
according to the law of karma. He provides the analogy of starting a second 
fire from a first fire. Since there is no permanence, nothing of the first fire 
passes over into the second; rather, the first causally effects the second. In 
this way we say that the second fire is the same as (a continuance of) the first, 
but in effect this is only a manner of speaking. We call them the same fire. 
Similarly, although the person (name and form) in the case of the deceased 
and the reborn are different in that there is no persistent, continuous thing 
constituting identity between them, they are causally connected in such a 
way as to render karmic judgment possible and to determine the next exist- 
ence. “Although the name and form which is born into the next existence is 
different from the name and form which is to end at death, nevertheless, it is 
sprung from it. Therefore is one not freed from one’s evil deeds.”” The causal 
relation is sufficient, the Buddhist claims, to hold a person accountable for 
the deeds done in a prior existence. In holding that uniqueness is especially 
found in the dispositions and that the particular causal link is consciousness, 
the Buddhist view bears close resemblance to Parfit’s emphasis on the psy- 
chological relatedness. It is not that consciousness transmigrates from one 
personal existence to another; rather, the psychological states of the reborn 
are caused by the khandhas of the former existence. 

But how this causal connection works the Buddha does not divulge, nor 
is he interested in the question. From the very name “attachment groups,” 
signifying coupling ignorance with desire, it is clear that the Buddha un- 
derstood these khandhas experientially or phenomenally. He held that to ask 
whether khandhas have existence apart from our experience is an unhelpful 
metaphysical question that fails to address what is really significant— 
namely, the suffering and unsatisfactoriness of human existence. We can 
address only what we can experience; the rest as metaphysical is not the 
subject of proper liberative discourse. In short, in accord with his nonreal- 
ist view, the khandhas are mind-dependent; there is no metaphysical basis to 
project these beyond human experience.” Hence, the Buddha affirms rebirth 
apart from any continuous self. That rebirth is significant he also affirms, for 
it is the outworking of karma, causally transmitted especially through our 
dispositions. But more than this is left undeveloped in early Buddhism. 

In short, on these views the concept of self or personal identity is 
rejected, for the notion of self turns out to be pernicious both for ethics 
(Parfit) and liberation (the Buddha). The result is that over stretches of time 
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the difference between identical persons and subsequent persons disap- 
pears, especially since multiple causal relations exist between individuals or 
experiential events. Survival so understood has no significance for me as a 
persisting person; my interests lie in the causal relations I have with subse- 
quent beings who are influenced by my psychological states. Both Parfit and 
the Buddha are comfortable with holding that there is no continuing “me.” 
Others are not: “Mere short-lived bundles of beliefs and desires are not bear- 
ers of interests; interests arise only where there is a sense of an ongoing life 
to be lived or, in the last act, to be brought to an end.””1 

To conclude, the upshot of the discussion about the nature of persons and 
life after death suggests that on all three views of human persons, life after 
death is possible. The kind of scenario involved in the three views radically 
differs, however. The dualist can hold that there is an immaterial part of us 
that not only survives death but provides for the life of the person after death. 
The psycho-physical monist, although usually denying the possibility of life 
after death, can envisage life after death as a re-creation of the person at some 
time after that person’s death. The no-self view also can allow for life after 
death, but it is based on causal connectedness between persons and not on the 
persistence of some immaterial or material being or of psychological traits. 


A POSTERIORI ARGUMENTS FOR LIFE AFTER DEATH 


If one grants that life after death is possible, a second question arises: Is there 
any reason to think that people actually live after death? Defenders of life 
after death propose two sorts of arguments: a priori philosophical arguments 
and a posteriori arguments from particular kinds of experience. We first look 
at a posteriori arguments, then turn to a priori arguments. Three types of a 
posteriori arguments seem attractive to some who think about these issues. 

The first notes particular experiences of some persons who either al- 
most died or who died but were resuscitated (depending on one’s definition 
of death). Lying near death in a hospital room, many people report hearing 
caregivers pronounce them either dying or dead. They then find themselves 
leaving or out of their body, witnessing from a different perspective (often 
from above their body) their immediate surroundings and the health care per- 
sonnel working to resuscitate their body. They possess a new body, variously 
described as an amorphous cloud or a spiritual body, shaped like their physical 
body, incapable of interacting with the physical environment of their original 
body. Subsequently they experience passing through a dark place, often de- 
scribed as a tunnel, until they come to a different realm. Here they meet other 
persons, known or unknown to them, who although not physically embodied 
are often recognizable, with whom they communicate in some telepathic way. 
They often also encounter a being of light, exuding love and compassion, who 
helps them recall (as if by an instantaneous video) and evaluate their past. 
Despite their strong desire to stay and enjoy this peaceful, happy experience, 
they either want to or are told to return to their physical bodies.” 
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No doubt people have such near-death experiences. The problem is how 
to understand or explain them. Some believe that they are hallucinations, 
brought on by physiological conditions in the body. “A change in blood pres- 
sure in the inner ear can evoke a sense of rising, hovering, floating in space.” 
Such a change can occur when the blood flow through the body is checked, 
as with cardiac arrest. Likewise, the experience of visualizing one’s body “as 
if from the outside becomes more common when a person is subject to se- 
rious emotional stress” (as happens in near-death experiences) or is taking 
powerful drugs (as sometimes happens with dying persons).” 

However, others respond that the reports do not mirror the patterns cre- 
ated by stress- or drug-induced conditions.” One study of dying patients con- 
cludes that the presence of pain medication or stress has no appreciable effect 
on the frequency of near-death experiences.” Further, descriptions of the im- 
mediate circumstances surrounding their physical body given by persons 
heving near death experiences have an amazing accuracy, not characterized 
by what one would expect in a drug-induced account. Sometimes the persons 
describe what is going on in the room or in nearby rooms that they could not 
observe from their patient-bed. Paul Badham (b. 1942) cites a case of a patient 
accurately reporting two coins on the top of a high cupboard in the room. 

Ati the same time, experiments—for example, where secret numbers 
have been placed in a surgical unit near the ceiling, in a position that could 
be viewed only from above—have failed to yield consistently positive 
results| People who reported having near-death experiences in such places 
have been unable to provide the secret numbers. 

Perhaps these near-death experiences can be explained by appealing to 
psychological or physical factors. Christians, for example, have a penchant 
for interpreting the being of light as Jesus, Hindus as the death god Yama 
or other Hindu deities. The descriptions sometimes convey imagery dis- 
tinctive to certain religions—for example, gates of pearl. This suggests that 
these experiences may be individual projections, colored by the person’s re- 
ligious backgrounds and beliefs and occasioned by the traumatic experience 
through which he or she is going. 

Yet the descriptions can vary significantly from standard religious 
expectations. Raymond Moody (b. 1944) writes, “I have not heard a single 
reference to a heaven or a hell anything like the customary picture to which 
we are\exposed in this society. Indeed, many persons have stressed how 
unlike |their experiences were to what they had been led to expect in the 
course of their religious training.”” 

Part of the puzzle of these cases is the difficulty experienced in recount- 
ing the/kind of body possessed. It is invisible, weightless (floating), and able 
to move through physical objects, yet it has perceptual powers and can hear 
(though more so in terms of thought-transfer than having auditory experi- 
ences). This suggests that this world and the people in it are “embodied” 
in a way that makes them recognizable and locatable from a particular 
perspective, yet possessing only a partial, one-way relationship to our pre- 
sent world—aware of the physical environment yet unable to influence it. 
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However one interprets this new body, two of the elements we deemed nec- 
essary for personal immortality are present: awareness of their own identity 
and recollection of their past. 

The second a posteriori argument comes from psychical events such as 
apparitions of or mediumistic communication with deceased persons. The dead 
really appearing or mediums really communicating with deceased persons 
would provide evidence that people survive death. 

Appeal to mediums working through séances often is discounted, not 
only because of the possible and proven cases of fraud, but because what they 
recount of the deceased often can be accounted for more easily by appealing 
either to role-playing by various parts of the medium’s conscious or uncon- 
scious personality or to telepathic communication from those present and 
seeking information about the deceased. The sitters’ expectations, perhaps 
in some way communicated to the alleged medium, are met. 

However, some cases are more difficult to explain in this fashion. Insome 
instances deceased persons allegedly communicated with or appeared to the 
living and conveyed to them verifiable but previously unknown informa- 
tion. C. D. Broad (1887-1971) recounts the case of a North Carolina farmer 
who appeared four years after his death to inform a surviving son about 
the location of his lost will.” R. W. K. Paterson reports a series of interesting 
cases where the information communicated was independently checked. In 
one case, the wife, deceased in 1970, of a Reverend David Kennedy report- 
edly communicated through several mediums about such common events 
as waking him to remind him to preach in a service, locate clean collars, and 
comment on his voting.” 

A puzzling feature of most of these cases is that the communicants give 
no indication that their life has continued on in any meaningful way in the 
afterlife.” They give no detailed indication of their new surroundings, occu- 
pations, or interests; what is said consists of information about the past or 
vague generalizations ascribable to the medium’s beliefs about the afterlife. 
Indeed, when visualized, the apparitions are seen in the clothes or situations 
surrounding their death or past life. 

A third a posteriori argument commences from the claim that certain per- 
sons actually have come back to life. In Christianity, the belief that Jesus was 
resurrected from the dead is coupled with the theological assertion that 
this event both foretokens and makes possible our resurrection. The apostle 
Paul's argument is this: If Christ was raised from the dead, we will be raised 
from the dead; Christ was raised; therefore, we will be raised. 

The soundness of this argument depends on the truth of both prem- 
ises. Because the first premise is theological, knowledge of its truth depends 
on accepting other claims, including that God exists, that he can reveal his 
promises and purposes, that he is trustworthy to keep and powerful enough 
to implement them, and that he actually revealed this to Paul. The orthodox 
Christian theist presumably would have little problem with any of these pre- 
suppositions, although they involve interesting philosophical issues having 
to do with divine promises and revelation. The truth of the second premise 
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depends on whether the claim that Jesus was resurrected is historically true. 
Christians often introduce claims about witnesses to the living Jesus, the 
empty tomb, and the rise and success of the Christian Church as evidence 
that it really occurred. Jesus’ resurrection would be a special act of God (a 
miracle), which we discussed in Chapter 10. 

Each of these a posteriori arguments depends upon claims persons make 
about experiences they have had. To evaluate the claims means that we must 
consider the criteria that we ordinarily invoke to evaluate the testimony or 
report made by other persons. The difficulty, generally, is not that people 
have had the experiences that they claim to have had but how to understand, 
interpret, and explain those experiences. And this brings us back to the 
larger worldview that each of us brings to our experience and to the reports 
from others. The shaping of this worldview is the burden of this book. 


A PRIORI ARGUMENTS FOR LIFE AFTER DEATH 


Supplementing these a posteriori arguments from particular experiences are 
numerous 4 priori arguments that commence from ideas rather than experi- 
ence. Let us note three of them. 

The first argument was developed by Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274). He 
argued that we are made for an ultimate end, which is happiness. But happiness 
cannot be achieved in this life, for our individual fortune is fickle, our body 
and will are weak, and our knowledge is imperfect. But because God cannot 
have made us in vain, we must be able to achieve the end for which we were 
made, and this requires that we continue to live after death. 

But why should one think that we cannot achieve happiness in this life? 
Aristotle (384-322 scx) suggests that happiness is not a momentary feeling of 
pleasure, but a state in which persons manifest virtues throughout their life- 
time. If we engage in the activity of reason or contemplation, we can attain 
it. We need not lose happiness simply because of momentary adversity. 

Aquinas, however, understands happiness differently. Human happi- 
ness must relate to the ultimate end for which we were made, which is God. 
Since our knowledge of God by faith is an act of the will, not the intellect, 
our present knowledge of God by natural reason can be erroneous and un- 
certain. Hence, knowledge or contemplation of God, in which lies our ulti- 
mate happiness, is not (except momentarily) attainable in this life. To fully 
experience this beatific vision, we must live subsequent to our death. 

Aquinas's argument rests on the very interesting (and debatable) thesis that 
we would have been made in vain if we cannot achieve our ultimate end. But 
is God's creation of us compromised if we fail to achieve our ultimate end, no 
matter what other ends we realize? If we achieve limited fulfillment of human 
potential or a partially realized life of happiness, or if we come to know God in 
our own limited way and actualize our intellectual capacity through contem- 
plation of what truth can be known and live a virtuous life, participating in the 
grace of God, we seem to have no grounds for the claim that we have lived in 
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vain. On the other hand, if part of our end is fulfilled in contemplative com- 
munion with God, it would seem reasonable to think that God would not let us 
fail to achieve this highest end for which we are made. Clearly, this argument 
comes laden with theological as well as philosophical presuppositions. 

A second a priori proof, using basically the same argumentative struc- 
ture as the first, commences from moral premises. In general, the moral argu- 
ment asserts that since finite human existence is insufficient either to achieve 
the moral ideal or to provide an adequate basis on which to recommend the 
performance of good rather than evil, humans must be immortal. Immanuel 
Kant (1724-1804) advances the former contention.” The moral law tells us 
that we must strive to achieve the highest good. But unless we can realize 
this highest good, we cannot be commanded to attain it. But this highest 
good—the perfect alignment of our individual wills with the moral law, so 
that we act solely out of respect for the moral law (what Kant calls holiness) 
and not out of inclination—is not achievable in this life. Hence, if the moral 
law is to have any bite, if we are to be obligated to live under it, we must be 
able to live past death, at least to the point at which we can become holy. Life 
after death is a postulate of the moral law. 

But why, one might ponder, must we be able to realize completely the 
highest good in order to be commanded rationally to pursue it? Often goals 
are ideals toward which a person strives, which may, at best, be only par- 
tially realizable. I have the ideal to be truthful and am commanded morally 
to speak the truth, although I have no illusions about attaining perfect truth- 
fulness. The command to attain perfection “is merely a rhetorical way of say- 
ing: ‘Never be contented with your present level of moral achievement’ 

In Kant’s defense it might be argued that there is a difference between 
commanding that we strive to attain a goal and commanding that we attain 
it. The moral law commands the latter, not the former. Yet perhaps we have 
argued backwards. Instead of arguing from the moral obligation to what can 
be, perhaps we should argue from what is attainable (what we can do) to what 
we ought to do. If we cannot achieve it, we are under no obligation to do so.” 

A third argument, advanced by Plato (428-347 sce), applies to the du- 
alist conception of the human person. Plato argued that the soul is immortal 
because it is imperishable, it is imperishable because it is indestructible, and it 
is indestructible because it is simple (not divisible into parts). But why can- 
not the soul perish in other ways, for example, by simply being annihilated? 
There seems to be no reason why what is simple cannot be annihilated. On 
the other hand, since annihilation would require the activity of some outside 
agent, Plato’s argument, if sound, would suggest that in itself the soul lives 
on and does not die with the disintegration of the physical body. 


PROSPECTS 


What conclusions can be drawn from our discussion? First, we have seen that 
there is considerable debate over how best to understand the human person. 
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The conclusion the investigator draws depends not only on the particular 
evidence marshaled but also on how it fits into one’s larger philosophical 
schema. We have considered arguments that life after death is possible on 
different perspectives on the human person, although problems persist. If 
one adopts the view that the soul is the real person, then it is possible that 
the soul persists through death, because physical death does not necessarily 
mean the end of the soul. If one adopts a materialistic view of the person, then 
the possibility of life after death depends upon the existence of a powerful, 
omniscient being who is capable of re-creating, in some fashion, persons to 
be essentially the same as the deceased. If one denies the existence of God 
or that God has such powers, or if spatiotemporal continuity is necessary for 
identity, then life after death for the anthropological materialist seems less 
likely, if not impossible. On the other hand, if one replaces the notion of a per- 
sistent self, then immortality becomes a mere causal notion, where the indi- 
vidual continues insofar as it is related to subsequent individuals with which 
it has certain kinds of causal relations, most notably psychological ones. 

What about its actuality? Here the evidence is far from clear. The a pos- 
teriori arguments depend upon claims that might have other plausible expla- 
nations. The a priori arguments rest on claims concerning, for example, the 
appropriate goal of human action or what the moral law requires. In both 
cases readers must evaluate the claims and judiciously decide which expla- 
nation best accounts for the data. 

Often those who find arguments for immortality unconvincing have 
already adopted a nontheistic worldview, whereas those who find them con- 
vincing have adopted a particular theistic worldview in which these claims 
not only make sense but also contribute in an important way to a present, 
meaningful existence in which encounters with God and the desire to re- 
alize their end in God play an essential role and in which the afterlife simply 
provides for a higher realization of these possibilities. This is not a defect, 
but a recognition that any view of the world should have a coherence of 
structure and meaning. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Do you believe in life after death? What arguments or evidence do you give to 
support your answer? 


2. What presuppositions about human persons do those who talk literally about 
human immortality make? How might these presuppositions differ from those 
held by someone who speaks simply about life after death? Why do you think 
that language matters when we speak about important topics? 


3. We noted four different concepts of life after death. In what ways are they similar 
and different? What are the strengths and weaknesses of each position? 


4, What evidence do you think best supports the view that we are nonphysical 
selves? Note a strength and weakness of this evidence. 
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5. Describe the materialist conception of human persons. Describe the strengths 
and weakness of this view. What are the implications of this view for the possi- 
bility of life after death? 


6. In what ways would the afterlife differ for the believer in a soul from that de- 
scribed by the materialist? What problems (for example, population, human ful- 
fillment, time consciousness) might result from humans living after their death? 


7, Which arguments, if any, presented in this chapter for the actuality of life after 
death do you think are the strongest? Why do you think so? Note a crucial prem- 
ise of one of the arguments and evaluate its truth. 
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CHAPTER 12 


RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE 
How Can We Speak Meaningfully of God? 





A fascinating science fiction story portrays a high lama who purchases a 
Mark V Automatic Sequence Computer to install in his monastery in Tibet. 
However, the lama requests that the computer be modified to print out let- 
ters and not numbers. The curious purpose of all this, as he expresses it, is to 
accelerate the completion of a list of all the names of God that his monks are 
compiling. A task that would have taken another fifteen centuries will now 
take only a hundred days. By systematically combining sequences of letters 
in a special alphabet, the computer will eventually list all of the real names 
of God. It is not long until the computer is installed in the lamasery in the 
mountains of Tibet. George and Chuck, the two engineers sent to oversee its 
operation, are about to go stir-crazy watching the monks tirelessly pasting 
long strips of names into books. 

When Chuck is finally able to inform the high lama that the machine is 
on its last cycle, he receives such an enthusiastic response that he inquires 
further into the religious significance of all the activity. “Well,” says the lama, 
“they believe that when they have listed all his names—and they reckon that 
there are about nine billion of them—God’s purpose will be achieved. The 
human race will have finished what it was created to do, and there won't 
be any point in carrying on.” Chuck later relays this incredible story to 
George: “When the list’s completed, God steps in and simply winds things 
up... bingo!” At the thought that the end of the project will be the end of the 
world, George gives a nervous little laugh. Thinking the matter over, the two 
Americans realize if the world does not end when the project is finished, it 
may mean trouble for them at the hands of hundreds of angry monks whose 
lifework has been spoiled by a computer. They make plans to leave “Project 
Shangri-La,” as they call it, before the computer finishes its last long series of 
names. On the evening of the last day, Chuck and George say goodbye to the 
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monks and ride the tough mountain ponies down the winding road from 
the lamasery toward the old DC-3 that is waiting for them at the end of the 
runway. They descend the mountain in the cold, perfectly clear Himalayan 
night, ablaze with the now-familiar stars: 


...George glanced at his watch. 

“Should be there in an hour,” he called back over his shoulder to Chuck. 
Then he added in an afterthought: “Wonder if the computer's finished its 
run. It was due about now.” 

Chuck didn’t reply, so George swung round in his saddle. He could 
just see Chuck’s face, a white oval turned toward the sky. 

“Look,” whispered Chuck, and George lifted his eyes to heaven. (There 
is always a last time for everything.) 

Overhead, without any fuss, the stars were going out.! 


HUMAN LANGUAGE AND THE INFINITE 


The story reminds us of the universal preoccupation with language about 
God—from animistic religions that hold that naming the divine gives mag- 
ical power to the intellectual who ponders how human words can appro- 
priately apply to deity. In the twentieth century, philosophers have become 
particularly concerned with the nature and role of language in general and 
have developed a number of different theories about religious language in 
particular. 

There are two major reasons why philosophers pay close attention to 
religious language. The first is that they are interested in questions of mean- 
ing and thus in how words about God derive their meaning. For example, 
the language that the Judeo-Christian tradition employs to talk about God 
is drawn from ordinary discourse: the language we use daily to speak of 
creatutely phenomena is applied to God. Yet the Judeo-Christian tradition 
teaches that the Creator is not the creature, that God is “high and lifted 
up”—indeed, that God is “transcendent.” And most great religions involve 
some kind of teaching about the transcendence of the divine. How, then, 
can language about the finite realm be used about God? We know what we 
mean when we speak, for instance, of ordinary rocks and ordinary eyes. But 
what can it mean to speak of God as being a “rock” or as having “eyes,” since 
rocks and eyes are mere creaturely realities? 

The second reason for the intense interest philosophers have shown in 
religious language is that they seek to analyze and evaluate beliefs. Beliefs, 
of course, are expressed in the form of statements or propositions. As a prel- 
ude to further philosophical scrutiny of religious beliefs, it is crucial to 
understand the language in which they are couched. Of course, much re- 
ligious language is not used to make direct assertions of belief but is in- 
stead used for a variety of distinctively religious purposes, such as prayer, 
liturgy, and admonition. Yet philosophers know that other religious uses of 
language rest upon or assume certain prior beliefs. Worshiping God, for in- 
stance, assumes that there is such a being as God and that he is worthy of 
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our adoration and devotion; petitioning God presupposes that God actually 
hears and responds to prayer; and so forth. When the precise beliefs behind 
these and other religious activities are made explicit, we have a set of theo- 
logical statements, truth-claims about God and his relationship to the world. 
So, once we grasp the meaning of theological terms and, in turn, of the the- 
ological statements in which they appear, we can ask questions about what 
rational grounds one could have for accepting or rejecting those statements. 
Other chapters in this book use religious language to discuss such matters 
as the attributes of the theistic deity or whether there is rational justification 
for certain theological claims; in this chapter, we step back and look at the 
structure, meaning, and impact of theological discourse itself. 


THE CLASSICAL THEORY OF ANALOGY 


The great medieval thinkers were well aware of the problem of using crea- 
turely language to speak of God. They did not question whether religious 
language has any meaning but realized the difficult problem of accounting 
for its meaning. To solve the problem, Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274) devel- 
oped what is now known as the classical theory of “analogy” or “analogical 
predication.” The theory has been standard fare in discussions of religious 
language throughout the intervening centuries and has remained attractive 
to many. 

A predicate term in a sentence attaches some property, relation, or ac- 
tivity to the subject term. Thus, predicates define or characterize the subject 
in particular ways. Typical examples of the sorts of statements employed in 
both academic theology and popular religion are readily found. Let us con- 
sider some examples drawn from Jewish and Christian traditions: 


God created the heavens and the earth. 
God brought the Israelites out of Egypt. 
Yahweh spoke to the prophets. 

God is just. 


Aquinas held that when a word (e.g, “just”) is applied both to a created 
being and to God, it is not being used univocally (i.e with exactly the same 
meaning) in the two instances. Yet neither is the word being used equivo- 
cally (i.e., with two completely different meanings), as when “hot” is used 
to apply to peppercorns and racecars. There is a connection between divine 
justice and human justice, a similarity between a certain quality in God and 
a certain quality in persons. As Aquinas indicates, this allows the word to 
be used analogically.? It is the similarity within difference and difference 
within similarity that allows the analogical use of the same term in two dif- 
ferent contexts. 

James Ross (b. 1927) believes that the traditional analogy theory pro- 
vides a helpful middle way between the univocal and the equivocal uses 
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of terms when speaking of God and thus avoids anthropomorphism and ag- 
nosticism, respectively. Anthropomorphism is the view that God differs from 
creatures merely in degree and thus that no alteration of meaning in our 
terms is necessary to speak of him. Agnosticism is the view that God is so 
different from us that we cannot say anything intelligible about him at all. 
The promise of the analogy theory is that we can actually express truths 
about God in human language while never having to suppose that he has 
anything precisely in common with creatures. 

Ross admits, however, that the theory of analogy is a very complicated 
matter that has already received volumes of commentary. Drawing from 
various passages in Aquinas, we can discern a sophisticated theory of anal- 
ogy, which Ross attempts to augment and systematically present in terms 
of modern semantic analysis. Ross, like Aquinas, takes it to be obvious that 
ordinary terms already have meaning when used appropriately in religious 
contexts and hence offers the theory of analogy as a positive account of how 
meaning is transferred from ordinary contexts to religious ones. Such trans- 
fers of meaning plainly occur in a multitude of common situations in which 
we are already familiar with the objects and qualities involved, making anal- 
ogy part of the structure of ordinary discourse that must be explained by 
an overall theory of language. Consider the multitude of ordinary cases in 
which we say things such as “Susan’s anger is volcanic” or “The fox is very 
clever.” The peculiarity of a theory of religious language is that it must de- 
scribe the transfer of meaning from contexts where terms are used to speak 
of the familiar, observable realities of the creaturely realm to contexts where 
those terms speak of God and spiritual realities. 

In neither ordinary contexts nor religious contexts can we simply em- 
ploy just any analogy we choose. There are constraints built into our lan- 
guage on how a term can be used analogously. Aquinas and other Scholastic 
philosophers stated these constraints in terms of rules for analogy, with the 
rule called the analogy of proper proportionality considered to be the basis of the 
meaning of religious language. This rule states that God and creatures have 
qualities and engage in activities in proportion to their respective modes of 
being—infinite and finite, respectively. Thus, we can say both “God is wise” 
and “Socrates is wise” but make an adjustment for the shift in meaning be- 
tween the two sentential contexts. And the shift is proportional to the two 
modes of being to which the predicate term “wise” is related. 

In the two statements “God is wise” and “Socrates is wise,” Socrates is 
said to stand in a certain relationship to some state called “being wise” in 
a way similar to that in which God stands to his state called “being wise.” 
The term “being wise” is employed with respect to God and to Socrates be- 
cause we recognize the similarity in the ways in which they are wise. Thus, 
the use of the predicate term “being wise” is not equivocal. Yet the reason 
that the term “being wise” is not univocal in the two statements rests on the 
difference between the two modes of being that are exemplified by a human 
and by God. Socrates is wise in the manner in which a human person is 
wise, in a way appropriate to his distinct creaturely mode of being, which is 
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finite. God, too, is wise in a way appropriate to his mode of being, which is 
infinite. — 

This sort of shift in meaning occurs in many contexts. The statements 
“Lassie is faithful” and “John is faithful,” for example, exhibit a shift in the 
type of faithfulness. Although the relationship of faithfulness here is similar 
between the two cases, it is not exactly the same relationship because the 
mode of being possessed by Lassie is different from that possessed by John. 
But there is a perceivable likeness in patterns of behavior that allows us to 
use the same term for both animal and human. The same rule of proper pro- 
portionality holds in many other contexts. 

Frederick Ferré (b. 1932) maintains, as do other critics of the analogy of 
proper proportionality, that the theory is completely unable to provide any 
substantive knowledge of God. In our example, it is given that God’s nature, 
as we shall say, is “infinite” and that one of his attributes is “wisdom.” Then 
the formula of the analogy becomes something like the following: 


God’s wisdom B Socrates’ wisdom 


God’s infinite nature Socrates’ finite nature 


However, Ferré contends that the theory “cannot move a step toward 
explaining the ‘givens’ of its own formulation, nor can it explain the possi- 
bility of the independent, nonanalogical knowledge on which they depend.” 
This kind of analogy has not one but two unknowns, God’s wisdom and 
God's infinite nature. And Ferré thinks that we just cannot have any positive 
knowledge of these matters. 

Ross points out that Ferré’s criticism distorts the theory by interpret- 
ing it on a simplistic mathematical model. The purpose of Aquinas, Ross 
argues, was to make the meaningfulness of religious language obvious and 
clear from its similarity to the way we talk in everyday life, with all of its 
nuances and degrees of connotation, and not to stipulate an exact mathe- 
matical relationship between uses of terms. Ross contends that Ferré’s math- 
ematical modeling of the theory confuses Aquinas’s use of analogy as a 
theory of meaning with a theory of inference in which analogy is used to lead to 
some knowledge about God, a pattern of argument that Aquinas never used. 
According to Ross, Aquinas simply did not intend this theory of meaning to 
be an avenue of arriving at information about God.’ Hence, Ross defends the 
doctrine of analogy as an explanation of how predicates applied to God have 
meaning, not as a method of spelling out the concrete character of God’s 
attributes. Ross does believe that, equipped with this theory of meaning, we 
can presumably understand what assertions about God mean and thereby 
avoid fatal equivocation when we do construct arguments about God. 

The theory of analogy merits much further discussion.’ For instance, 
questions must be explored regarding whether the notion of “similarity” can 
be given any clear definition. And interesting questions arise over how the 
important medieval doctrine of “divine simplicity” (which claims that there 
is no distinction between God and his attributes such as there are between 
creatures and their attributes) affects the way analogy is construed. But the 
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fact remains that religious language has historically been believed to be 
meaningful and that the theory of analogy has traditionally been accepted 
by many as an account of its meaning. It is only in the contemporary period 
that wholesale challenges to the meaningfulness of religious language have 
been waged. 

Interestingly, the challenge of articulating how it is, if at all, that human 
language applies to the divine is not exclusive to Western philosophy. A fa- 
mous non-Western debate over this issue occurred when, within the Vedantic 
tradition of Hinduism, followers of Shankara (788-820) and followers of 
Ramanuja (1017-1137) disagreed on whether terms used in human discourse 
can be predicated meaningfully of Brahman. Shankara’s position regarding 
Brahman’s sheer otherness entails that human terms (which ascribe quali- 
ties or properties) do not apply to the divine—in such usage, human terms 
would be equivocal at best. Ramanuja, by contrast, believes that Brahman is 
the ultimate personal being, and he attempts to provide a sophisticated view 
that resembles Aquinas’s theory of analogical predication in some respects. 
Ramanuja’s aim, much like Aquinas’s, was to preserve the “fact-asserting” 
nature of religious discourse—that is, its conceptual content or capacity to 
convey information. Although we cannot continue this discussion here, we 
advise interested readers to pursue it further.® 


VERIFICATION AND FALSIFICATION ISSUES 


Traditionally, philosophers of religion had never seriously doubted that it 
is possible to speak meaningfully of God. Early in the twentieth century, 
however, a group of philosophers known as the logical positivists strongly 
questioned this confidence. They developed a theory that ties the meaning 
of language to empirical observation. Taking science to be the best repre- 
sentation of careful language, logical positivists constructed a standard 
or criterion by which we could judge those statements that are cognitively 
meaningful and those that are not. Their standard came to be known as the 
verifiability principle and was applied to all statements that were not analyti- 
cally definitionally) true.’ The principle can be stated as follows: a statement 
is a genuine factual assertion if, and only if, there could be empirically observable 
states of affairs that would show it to be either true or false. 

A. J. Ayer (1919-1989) expressed the principle in this way: 

The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of apparent statements 

of fact is the criterion of verifiability. We say that a sentence is factually 

significant to any given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the 

proposition which it purports to express—that is, if he knows what obser- 

vations would lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition 

as being true, or reject it as being false. 


Ayer and other positivists thought that theological language failed to meet 
the empirical standard of verifiability and thus had no cognitive meaning.’ 
For them, language has cognitive meaning only if it speaks of matters in which 
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it is in principle possible to give empirical evidence, matters about which 
questions of truth and falsity make sense. Such language, then, has factual or 
informative status or significance and thus can be properly understood. 

Positivists and their intellectual followers thought that the verifiability 
principle handled scientific language as well as much of our ordinary talk. 
Likewise, traditional attacks on theism, using the same language, are equally 
meaningless. For positivistic critics, then, theistic claims as well as antitheis- 
tic claims are not false but meaningless. 

Interestingly, the verification principle of meaning eventually came 
under severe pressure. One well-known problem was that the verification 
principle of cognitive meaningfulness failed to meet the very empirical stan- 
dards of meaning that it articulates. After all, no observational experiences 
could possibly verify this statement of the verification principle: a statement 
is a genuine factual assertion if, and only if, there could be empirically observable 
states of affairs that would show it to be either true or false. (Here the verification 
principle of meaning encounters the problem of self-referential incoherence 
as shown in the discussion of strong foundationalism presented in Chapter 
6.) Another, somewhat ironic difficulty was that the verification principle of 
meaning did not make completely good sense of science. The history and 
the practice of science are replete with cases in which scientists advanced 
and pondered claims—claims that they took to be perfectly meaningful— 
for which they were unable at the time to specify exact verification condi- 
tions. The debate between the wave and the corpuscular theories of light 
just begins the list of such cases. In the end, positivism failed to describe 
correctly the conditions under which scientific statements are meaningful— 
and failed to do the same for numerous other kinds of statements as well 
(e.g, ethical statements). 

Although some religious thinkers celebrated the demise of the verifi- 
cation principle, many in the philosophical community—positivists and 
others—still believed that our statements must be linked to empirical ob- 
servation. Granting that the verificationist method could supply the positive 
meaning for statements, they began to explore the prospects for falsification. 
They developed the requirement that anyone who purports to be assert- 
ing a factual claim should be able to identify the conditions under which it 
would be false. In this vein, a very interesting challenge to theistic claims 
emerged. 

Anthony Flew (1923-2010) confronted theists with a “falsification prin- 
ciple.” He embeds the challenge in a very powerful story patterned after an 
article by John Wisdom” (1904-1993): 


Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the 
clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, 
“Some gardener must tend this plot.” The other disagrees, “There is no gar- 
dener.” So they pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener is ever seen, 
“But perhaps he is an invisible gardener.” So they set up a barbed-wire 
fence. They electrify it. They patrol with bloodhounds. (For they remember 
how H. G. Wells's The Invisible Man could be both smelt and touched though 
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he could not be seen.) But no shrieks ever suggest that some intruder has re- 
ceived a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an invisible climber. 
The bloodhounds never give cry. Yet still the Believer is not convinced. “But 
there is a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gar- 
dener who has no scent and makes no sound, a gardener who comes se- 
cretly to look after the garden which he loves.” At last the Skeptic despairs, 
“But what remains of your original assertion? Just how does what you call 
an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imagi- 
nary gardener or even from no gardener at all?’ 


Flew contends that religious believers allow nothing to count against their 
claims, continually modifying and qualifying them in order to prevent them 
from being falsified. 

Flew’s reasoning is straightforward. When the believer states that “God 
loves us as a father loves his children,” we would expect divine help in times 
of serious trouble or disease. Yet God seems distant, absent. So the believer 
makes some qualification—“God’s love is not like human love” or “It is an in- 
scrutable love’—making misfortune and suffering compatible with the orig- 
inal theological pronouncement. In response to this maneuvering, Flew puts 
forth the central question: “’What would have to occur or to have occurred 
to constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or of the existence of, God?’”8 
The point is that if there is no state of affairs that would count against the 
original theological statement, then it is not really a genuine assertion at all. 
It says nothing, neither affirming nor denying that anything is actually the 
case. Flew contends that religious believers kill their own claims by a thou- 
sand qualifications. 

The falsificationist critique of religious language prompted spirited 
discussion about whether religious claims have factual significance. And 
no doubt, for many critics, the only kind of cognitive significance is factual 
significance. Philosophers who agreed that the falsification principle defines 
the issue essentially divided into two camps: those who thought that the- 
ological language is nonfalsifiable and those who thought that it could be 
shown to be falsifiable. 

R. M. Hare (1919-2002) and Basil Mitchell (1917-2011) were among the 
many philosophers who argued that religious utterances are not falsifiable 
for most believers and thus were not direct statements of fact. In an effort 
to distinguish religious assertions from factual assertions, Hare calls the 
former “bliks” (a term he coined). He says that the religious believer just 
has a “blik” that God exists and that a certain religious way of life is correct, 
and nothing can change that confidence. Hare even tells a parable about a 
lunatic who had a “blik” that all Oxford professors were out to kill him and 
who could not be dissuaded from his belief by appeal to numerous inoffen- 
sive and even friendly encounters with Oxford professors. Hare indicates 
that all persons have “bliks” that are not held at the level of factual claims 
and thus cannot be overturned by contrary facts. Although Hare’s termi- 
nology tends to trivialize religious assertions, his deeper point is that they 
express deeply held interpretive beliefs or assumptions about the world that 
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cannot be readily overturned by empirical observation. We might think of 
other important claims—such as claims about human free will or the exist- 
ence of other minds—as sharing this characteristic. 

Basil Mitchell also maintained that religious assertions are not straight- 
forwardly falsifiable. Mitchell tells a story about a member of a resistance 
movement who meets a stranger who impresses him very much: “The 
Stranger tells the partisan that he himself is on the side of the resistance— 
indeed that he is in command of it, and urges the partisan to have faith in 
him no matter what happens. The partisan is utterly convinced at that meet- 
ing of the Stranger’s sincerity and constancy and undertakes to trust him.” 
Although the two never meet intimately again, and the partisan sees the 
Stranger capturing his comrades, the young partisan remains convinced by 
the stranger’s words. Mitchell uses this story to point out the role of trust 
and commitment in keeping various circumstances from conclusively falsi- 
fying a belief." 

By contrast, John Hick (1922-2012) attempted to provide specific verifica- 
tion and falsification conditions for establishing the factual significance of re- 
ligious claims. Hick tells a parable of two travelers walking along a road, one 
believing that the road leads to a Celestial City and the other believing that 
it leads nowhere. During the journey together, both men encounter moments 
of refreshment and delight as well as periods of hardship and danger. One 
interprets the good times as previews of heavenly bliss and the bad times 
as obstacles to make him worthy; the other considers the journey to be aim- 
less rambling. During the journey, the issue between the two travelers is not 
an experimental one; it cannot be decided by empirical observation. “And 
yet when they do turn the last corner it will be apparent that one of them 
has been right all of the time and the other wrong. It is at this point that 
verification and falsification become relevant. Although the issue between 
the two has not been experimental, it has nevertheless from the start been 
a real issue.”"” Hick indicates what verifying experiences might be, such as 
social existence in the Kingdom of God and perhaps a strong sense of the 
presence of God. The absence of such experiences, then, would constitute a 
falsification. 

Hick takes the whole concern of verification and falsification to be that 
the factual significance of statements derives from their being connected to 
the relevant actual or possible observational experiences. He then provides a 
scenario in which religious statements can be seen to be factually significant, 
not by virtue of experiences that are available in temporal life, but by virtue 
of possible experiences in the afterlife. Of course, if there is no afterlife, then 
there will be no verification of religious claims. Technically, Hick may have 
satisfied the pure logic of a verification/falsification type of challenge, but 
one wonders what benefit it is to us at present to suppose that actual verifica- 
tion or falsification is located in the afterlife, which is something we cannot 
now experience. 

Although it is no longer at center stage in discussions of religious lan- 
guage, the entire verification/falsification issue presents us with a number of 
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valuable lessons. For one, the whole concept of a fact needs serious review, 
particularly with respect to religion. Many religious believers rightly un- 
derstand that there is a factual dimension to religious language that neither 
verificational nor falsificational analysis can properly understand. Indeed, 
key theological statements entail definite cosmological assertions that, while 
more complicated and less accessible than assertions about the physical 
realm, nonetheless purport to be large-scale truths about the way things 
are. The statement “God is always with his children,” for example, when 
interpreted in context, entails the factual claim that “An invisible, eternal, 
omnipresent, omniscient spirit exists and somehow communes with and 
guides those who place their trust in him.” After having rejected positivism, 
it remains to be seen how we can best account for the factual significance of 
such statements. A second lesson to be learned is that we must not confuse 
questions of meaning with questions of truth, as the positivists did. Settling 
the problem of how our statements have meaning cannot be made to depend 
on solving the quite different problem of how we can come to know their 
truth. 


THE FUNCTIONS OF RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE 


Some thinkers, holding that questions of factual significance are either pe- 
ripheral or irrelevant, thought that allowing positivism to set the framework 
for discussing religious language was simply wrongheaded. For them, re- 
gardless of how we account for the factual significance of religious discourse, 
it has other important kinds of significance. Many of these philosophers 
turned their attention to what Frederick Ferré calls “functional analysis.” 
Following Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1889-1951) admonition to “look and see” 
the multifaceted aspects of language, they identified several important func- 
tions: imperative (“Bring me the glass”), performative (“I now pronounce you 
husband and wife”), and interrogative (“What time is it?”). It would be inap- 
propriate to apply the verification principle to such statements, and yet they 
function perfectly well in our human linguistic commerce. 

New and intriguing theories about the various functions of reli- 
gious language or, better, of ordinary language used in religious contexts 
were pioneered. Rather than stipulate conditions of meaning that relate 
language to an external reality (as the positivists had tried to connect 
statements to observable states of affairs), functional analysts tried to un- 
derstand the functioning of religious language at work. They sought to 
learn what kinds of tasks it performs. They came to see language as a com- 
plex social phenomenon that is adaptable to the ever-changing purposes 
of humans. And religious language was seen, therefore, as serving certain 
unique human purposes. Although functional analysts who studied re- 
ligious language differed among themselves on the basic function of re- 
ligious language, a brief inspection of a couple of noteworthy studies is 
enlightening. 
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An early leader in this approach, R. B. Braithwaite (1900-1990) declared 
that religious utterances function essentially as moral statements. One dis- 
tinctive feature of religious language is that it involves stories that picture 
and reinforce a moral way of life—such as the tale of the Good Samaritan or 
the various narratives of Jesus’ compassion for people. While these religious 
stories may appear to be direct assertions of fact, they actually serve to ex- 
press the intentions of the one uttering them to live morally. For Braithwaite, 
it is not necessary that the stories be true or even that they be believed to be 
true for them to fulfill their primary purpose. He takes the connection be- 
tween the stories and a moral way of life to be “a psychological and causal 
one,” on the basis of the fact that most people find it naturally easier to act in 
a certain way if they associate their actions with certain stories.” 

Braithwaite’s analysis accents one important use of religious caves 
to express moral intentions and reinforce moral behavior. However, critics of 
this theory of the function of religious language say that it transforms it into 
the language of morality embellished by stories—a reductionist error com- 
parable to the positivistic mistake of trying to reduce religious statements 
to empirical facts.” Donald Hudson (b. 1940) has called this kind of mistake 
a violation of the “depth grammar” of religion, arguing that religious dis- 
course has its own unique character and function.” The philosopher’s task, 
then, is to clarify how religious language works, to expose its exact role in 
human affairs. 

Paul van Buren (1924-1998) developed an interpretation that places 
the language of Christianity “at the edges of language.’” Following the 
later Wittgenstein, he says that language is a distinctively human phenom- 
enon consisting of many “language games.” The language-games meta- 
phor points to identifiable linguistic behaviors employed by humans to 
accomplish certain purposes: “Giving orders...Describing the appear- 
ance of an object...Speculating about an event...Forming and test- 
ing a hypothesis...Presenting the results of an experiment in tables and 
diagrams...Making up a story; and reading it...Play-acting...Singing 
catches...Guessing riddles... Making a joke; telling it...Solving a problem 
in practical arithmetic... Asking, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying.”* 
Followers of Wittgenstein began to speak of the language of science, the lan- 
guage of romance and love, and other linguistic activities that occupya defi- 
nite region on the overall map of human language. Each language-game has 
rules or social understandings for how words function within its sphere. The 
word “solid,” for example, means one thing when one is speaking of solid 
bodies in physics and something related to but distinct from this first mean- 
ing when one is speaking of a person’s having a solid character in the area 
of ethics. These rules for language-games, of course, are not written in any 
book but are followed somewhat unconsciously by members who have been 
enculturated into the linguistic communities involved. The rules, then, are 
there for philosophers to uncover. 

In locating the language of Christianity on the linguistic map, van 
Buren writes of those areas of human speaking that are far from the “clear, 
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rule-governed center” where misunderstandings seldom occur. He identi- 
fies puns, poetry, and paradox as linguistic activities that have a strong kinship 
with the language of Christianity. That bond is their common attempt to 
say more than we can normally say with our language, to stretch the use of 
words beyond their usual employment, almost to the point of lapsing into 
nonsense. Consider how a pun stretches “language” (“A door is not a door 
when it is ajar)” or how poetic speech attempts to go beyond our normal lin- 
guistic frontiers (“Your eyes outshine the stars in heaven”). 

Our modern, materialistic Western culture, according to van Buren, 
pressures us to live linguistically within the safe, central parts of our lan- 
guage—science, economics, history, and common sense. But to live in the 
central regions of language is to forfeit a certain richness of experience, to 
forgo a certain way of being in the world. For van Buren, then, the vital role 
played by religious language is that of expressing a certain aspect of our 
humanity. Christians, as he indicates, refuse to be confined to the mundane 
center of language and seek to say more about ourselves and our world than 
can be said in ordinary or scientific talk. An example of Christian “edge-talk” 
is the utterance “God raised Jesus from the dead,” which is misunderstood 
if taken as a statement of historical fact. It is actually a statement of faith that 
tries to press language to its limits in talking about Jesus and his ongoing 
influence; it performs an entirely different function for believers than it does 
for historians.” Talk of a God who is “personal, but not a person” and of a 
“spiritual body” are just a few examples of Christian edge-talk. 

Those who engage in functional analysis have helped reveal a host of dif- 
ferent employments of religious language. In a list that proceeds much like 
Wittgenstein’s, they have shown us that language in religion is used in a 
variety of ways: to pray and petition, to sing praises, to comfort, to exhort, to 
affirm commitment, and so forth. Yet van Buren, along with all other func- 
tional analysts, runs the risk of falling into a certain form of fideism, the view 
(discussed in Chapter 4) that faith is immune to external critique.” Because 
religious language has its own unique character and function, it is not sub- 
ject to the sorts of questions and linguistic procedures that occur in other 
linguistic territories. Perhaps we could call this position linguistic fideism. 

It would be wholly inappropriate, according to van Buren, to ask, for 
example, whether the word “God” names someone or something—to ask 
whether some object bears the name or whether it refers to something real. 
Such questions are appropriate to, say, the physical sciences or other factu- 
ally oriented linguistic activities where the technique of naming objects is 
involved. But religion cannot ask whether its most fundamental term—the 
term “God,” which constitutes and governs its whole field of discourse—can 
play by the rules of other fields in which naming and referring are key tech- 
niques.” Focusing exclusively on the function of religious language within a 
religious community neglects its informative dimension. It seems as though 
functional analysts have surrendered to the positivist charge that religious 
language is cognitively meaningless and have looked elsewhere to find some 
other way in which it can be meaningful, functionally meaningful. 
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Van Buren and other Wittgensteinian thinkers have rightly called 
our attention to the intimate connection of language to all areas of human 
life; they have forced us to recognize that much of our humanity is indeed 
bound up with being linguistic creatures. However, only by assuming that 
science and ordinary talk are central linguistic practices—a capitulation 
to the positivists—can van Buren justify placing religion at the “edges” of 
language. A more adequate interpretation may well perceive that religious 
language has its own inherent standards of precision and sayability, just as 
science does, without having to relinquish precision or the capacity for fac- 
tual communication. 

Moreover, it appears that van Buren fails to see the complex fabric of reli- 
gious language as involving metaphysical, ethical, and historical statements 
that are intended by religious believers to be just that—metaphysical or eth- 
ical or historical assertions. By reducing religious language to the activity of 
expressing a distinct perspective on the world, van Buren still leaves unre- 
solved the more fundamental question of whether our language can be used 
to say anything about that Ultimate Reality that believers take to be God. 
Traditional thinkers, such as Aquinas, would say that van Buren’s approach 
(like that of Braithwaite and other functional analysts) fails to take seriously 
what ordinary religious believers take themselves to be saying. Believers 
regularly take themselves to be asserting the factual truth of certain theolog- 
ical teachings and narratives, or at least to be engaging in liturgies and other 
religious behaviors that assume such factual truths. 


RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE AS SYMBOLIC 


Many philosophers became dissatisfied with functional analysis just as they 
had with verificational analysis. Verificational analysis denied cognitive mean- 
ing to religious discourse, and functional analysis sought to find uses for it 
that were basically noncognitive. Most contemporary philosophers now admit 
that religious language has legitimate cognitive meaning, but many of them 
believe that its meaning cannot be literal. That it is impossible to speak literally 
of God has become a fundamental assumption of contemporary theologians 
as well. Both philosophers and theologians fear lapsing into the anthropomor- 
phism involved in talking about God as we would talk about creatures. Not sat- 
isfied with the traditional analogical theory for avoiding anthropomorphism, 
more recent thinkers have developed a plethora of nonliteral interpretations: 
some speak of theological “models,” some of “stories,” others of “metaphor,” 
and still others of “parable” as the essential mode of religious discourse.” 
The theologian Paul Tillich is well known for his position that talk of 
God is symbolic. Tillich recognizes, as do many others, that statements such 
as “Yahweh spoke to the prophets” and “The Lord is my shepherd” are not 
commonly considered to be capable of literal interpretation. After all, God 
does not really “speak” by expelling air across physical vocal cords; nor is he 
a “shepherd” as we typically understand it. Of course, there are many cases 
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of broadly symbolic speech in ordinary language. We speak of the “mouth of 
a river” or of “Christine’s character being solid.” In ordinary discourse, such 
symbolic or metaphorical talk can be rephrased in a more literal way. We can 
explain, for instance, that the river has a “mouth” in that it has an opening 
out of which things flow, or that Christine’s character is “solid” in that it is 
dependable and will hold up under pressure. 

All such sentences are predications—sentences that attach properties, 
relationships, and activities to a subject. Why does Tillich agree that the ordi- 
nary symbolic statements can be given literal interpretation while insisting 
that theological statements cannot be? According to Tillich, when God is the 
subject of predication, all properties, relationships, and activities ascribed to 
him must be symbolic because God is transcendent, infinite, not limited by the 
structure of creaturely existence. Tillich refers to God as “wholly other”?! to em- 
phasize that he is radically unlike anything else we know. He says that God 
is not a being at all but “the Ground of Being.’”” Accordingly, attempts to 
talk literally of God must be banned, for they treat God as a particular, dis- 
crete being among other beings. That is, such talk incorrectly supposes that 
God is a being of a certain kind, has certain properties, and performs certain 
actions—a supposition that violates God’s ultimacy. For Tillich, God is “be- 
yond” all of that. It is utterly impossible, on Tillich’s view, to specify literally 
what it is that symbolic statements are asserting about God. Nothing can 
ever be asserted of God in the strict sense, because God cannot be described 
in terms of the predicates in our language. Thus, one can never claim with 
respect to some property or attribute that God possesses it and that his claim 
is true if, and only if, God actually possesses it. Questions of literal truth and 
falsity are quite beside the point. 

Although Tillich does not think that the religious symbol can be lit- 
erally interpreted, he thinks it can be an avenue of revelation, a means of 
focusing on one’s “ultimate concern,” an occasion for encountering God. 
Tillich explains that both “signs” and “symbols” point beyond themselves to 
something else. The typical sign (e.g. the red light at the intersection of two 
streets) does not point to itself but to the necessity of cars stopping. Symbols 
also point to something beyond themselves. Tillich explains: 


The difference, which is a fundamental difference between them, is that 
signs do not participate in any way in the reality and power of that to which 
they point. Symbols, although they are not the same as that which they 
symbolize, participate in its meaning and power. The difference between 
symbol and sign is the participation in the symbolized reality which char- 
acterizes the symbols, and the nonparticipation in the “pointed-to” reality 
which characterizes a sign. For example, letters of the alphabet as they are 
written, an “A” or an “R,” do not participate in the sound to which they 
point; on the other hand, the flag participates in the power of the king or 
the nation for which it stands and which it symbolizes.” 


Every symbol, for Tillich, opens up a level of reality for which nonsymbolic 
language is inadequate. For example, artistic symbols—poetry, visual art, 
and music—open up levels of reality that can be opened up in no other way. 
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In opening up the deepest level of reality, religious symbols actually 
open up the deepest dimension of experience in the human soul. Born out 
of the collective consciousness among social groups or traditions, religious 
symbols participate in the dimension of ultimate reality, which is the dimen- 
sion of the Holy. Yet the Holy transcends every concrete symbol of the Holy. 
Throughout the history of religion, a rich diversity of material in time and 
space has become at some time or other a symbol of the Holy. According to 
Tillich, the key to understanding the otherwise confusing history of religion 
is to see religions as employing symbols that rest on the ultimate ground 
of being (e.g., a lotus blossom, a star, a cross). The incredible power and te- 
nacity of religious symbols is explained by the fact that they impress upon 
the human mind a relationship to its own ultimate ground and meaning. 

Tillich’s position, then, on theological language is that it directs us to 
something through which the Ultimate can be experienced. For Tillich, 
Christians speak symbolically when they say something like “God sent his 
son into the world to save it.” Tillich maintains that taking this statement lit- 
erally would be absurd, but we can still come under the power of the symbol. 
We know, for instance, what it is to send or move something from one place 
to another, to cause a change. We know that talk of a son implies a father and 
can draw upon rich, positive images of a loving father-son relationship. We 
know that a basic meaning of the word “world” is “all people” and so may 
envision God's love being extended to all people through his son. All of this 
and more sensitizes us to the power of the symbol. 

Tillich’s view of the symbolic nature of religious language is a classic 
one in modern discussions. The view is both important and interesting, 
but one wonders if it can be consistently held. Tillich himself claims to “in- 
terpret” the meanings of religious (and particularly Christian) symbols to 
us. And what can this be but an attempt to give theological talk a more de- 
terminate propositional content? Others who officially endorse a symbolic 
view also talk of “drawing implications” (both theoretical and practical) 
from symbols. But the notion that symbols about God have “implications” 
smuggles in all sorts of logical relations appropriate to literal speech. The 
strong tendency to move toward some form of literal talk about God, then, 
even among the pansymbolists, makes one wonder whether it is possible to 
avoid speaking of God in some kind of literal fashion! The rub comes both 
in avoiding dangerous pitfalls in our religious language that nonliteral theo- 
ries were meant to avoid and in developing a positive account of how we can 
actually speak of God. Feminist thinkers also reject strict literalism while 
offering their own distinctive view. 


FEMINISM AND MASCULINE GOD-TALK 


According to feminist theologians, we can no longer rely on a symbolic 
analysis of religious language because we no longer have a sacramental un- 
derstanding of the world that it assumes. The disunity, materialism, and 
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skepticism of our age prevent us from viewing ordinary things as contin- 
uous with sacred things such that the former can properly signify the latter. 
Nonetheless religious language, unfortunately, retains most of its traditional 
expressions, which become literalized and absolutized apart from their orig- 
inal context. 

The central point in the feminist critique of traditional Western reli- 
gious language is the expression, “God the father.” In historically patriar- 
chal societies, the paternal image has been identified as the exclusive way 
of understanding the divine and has dominated to the exclusion of other 
finite images of the divine. Feminists point out that “patriarchy” has be- 
come a “model” for interpreting our world and ordering our activities. A 
model, according to philosophers of science, is a grid, screen, or filter that 
helps us organize our thoughts about the less familiar in terms of the more 
familiar. The patriarchal model, then, tells us not only about the nature of 
God but also about our relations to the divine and with one another. So, 
“patriarchy” is not just a set of interconnected images of the deity in Western 
religion as masculine—king, father, husband, lord, master—but is the very 
Western way of life, affecting patterns of governance at national, ecclesias- 
tical, business, and family levels. 

Feminist theologians warn that the twin dangers of the patriarchal 
model to religion are idolatry and irrelevance. To counter idolatry of the pa- 
ternal image, feminist religious thinkers caution us not to be overconfident 
in how much our words can say about the divine. In this caution, we are 
reminded of the apophatic tradition in historic Christian theology, East and 
West, which holds that God can only be named by what God is not. The apo- 
phatic way—often referred to as via negativa—is to deny that we can attach 
positive properties to God. The case in point is some kind of maleness in 
God as suggested by masculine names. The more common and familiar cat- 
aphatic tradition, of course, has employed talk about God's nature, purposes, 
and actions, but usually with the understanding that such talk is constituted 
by metaphors and analogies: its aim is to make statements, assertions that 
are intended to be, in some significant sense, true of God. Yet, historically, 
the apophatic approach has insisted that the human mind can deploy all the 
resources of language to assert something about God and that such asser- 
tions will still have serious limitations if they try to say too much or pretend 
that they are the totality of what can be said about God.* The extreme form 
of this view is simply that God—and even the name of God—is ineffable, not 
able to be spoken at all. This line of thinking is often, but not always, related 
to some forms of mysticism. As Chapter 14 makes clear, this line of think- 
ing can be construed as support for the view of religious pluralism: that all 
religions, their concepts and terms, are just human contrivances that do not 
describe Ultimate Reality; therefore, all religions are about the same Reality 
that simply cannot be captured in our cognitive and linguistic frameworks. 

In historic Christianity, both cataphatic and apophatic approaches can be 
found, often tempering and balancing each other. We can discern a thread of 
the apophatic theological sensibility in a wide variety of religious literature: 
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God’s self-disclosure to Moses in the book of Exodus as the One who could 
not be named (“Iam who Iam”); St. Augustine’s (534-430) emphasis that God 
is in an important sense inexpressible; St. Gregory of Nazianzus’ (329-389) 
poetic line, “O, You who bear all names, what shall I call you? You Unique, 
Unnameable, You Surpassor of All”; St. Anselm’s (1033-1109) definition of 
God as “that than which none greater can be conceived”, Simone Weil’s 
(1909-1943) statement that there is nothing that resembles what she can con- 
ceive when she says the word “God.”” Truly devout religious thought main- 
tains a healthy awareness of the gap between the infinite and finite terms 
we use for it, although there is variation among these thinkers on how wide 
the gap is and just how much we can express in language. Returning to the 
point at issue, feminist theologians insist that God is not really a physical 
being, not male, and not more masculine than feminine. Their argument 
is that it is better not to use masculine terms at all to speak of God because 
even the official disclaimer that such terms are not meant literally still con- 
tributes to solidifying a masculine image of God. 

Feminist theologians extend their argument about the problems cre- 
ated by the patriarchal model: that it is irrelevant not only to large num- 
bers of women but also to ethnic minorities and residents of the third world. 
According to feminist thinkers, this is a widespread phenomenon in which 
experiences of nonmale, nonwhite, and non-Western people do not resonate 
with the world depicted by the prevailing patriarchal, power-down model. 
According to feminist theologians, we are struggling against a hierarchical 
world of white male power and privilege in every sphere of life, and yet 
this the male-dominated hierarchy is supported at a deep level by mono- 
theistic religion in a way that is oppressive to those lower in the hierarchy. 
Mary Daly (b. 1933) says that, over several millennia, the world’s religions 
have proved to be an exercise in misogyny, rendering women invisible and 
powerless. 

The work of Rosemary Ruether (b. 1936) can clearly be seen as an 
attempt to regain the relevance of religion to women. She argues that his- 
toric monotheism, originating among the ancient Hebrews and expressed 
in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, is a radical departure from earlier reli- 
gious consciousness in the Ancient Near East. “Male monotheism,” writes 
Ruether, “becomes the vehicle of a psychocultural revolution of the male rul- 
ing class in its relationship to surrounding reality.” This hierarchy became 
sacralized as though it were a cosmic principle essential to monotheism: that 
maleness is the best symbol of deity. Ruether points out, however, that the 
much older, polytheistic religions that were supplanted by monotheism ac- 
tually envisioned a realm of paired gods and goddesses within a matrix of 
one physical-spiritual reality, thus validating both masculine and feminine 
images for the divine. To correct the male monopoly on God-language, then, 
she recommends using inclusive language for God that draws on the images 
and experiences of both genders. 

Ruether and other feminist theologians point out that there are histor- 
ical precedents for using inclusive language for God, both inside and outside 
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the Christian tradition. In addition to the obvious masculine references, the 
Bible contains a range of feminine images. In the book of Isaiah, we find: 
“Now, like a woman in childbirth, I cry out, I gasp and pant.” Clearly, here 
the efforts of God to redeem Israel are likened to those of a woman in labor. 
Julian of Norwich, a fourteenth-century Roman Catholic thinker, writes, 
“As truly as God is our Father, so truly is God our Mother. John Calvin 
claims that God manifested himself as both Father and Mother to the Jews. 
Feminist theologians also cite additional feminine images for God outside 
the Christian tradition. Religions of the Ancient Near East provide ready 
examples in which positive qualities are attributed to a feminine deity, the 
Goddess figure, and the feminine aspect of the divine is neither subordi- 
nated nor devalued. God/ess, for Ruether, must be named by female as well 
as male metaphors. Denise Carmody (b. 1935) argues that more restricted 
focus on the Goddess figure, typified in the female deities of both Eastern 
and tribal religious systems, has given rise to what she calls “thealogy” (the 
study of feminine divinity).* 

Understanding that the feminist program in religion requires a careful 
theory of religious language, Sallie McFague (b. 1933) emphasizes the in- 
credible power of metaphor. Rather than risk continuing male-dominated 
theories of analogy or linguistic symbolism, which have tended to support 
maleness as directly participating in the divine, she offers a program for 
“metaphorical theology.” After all, to speak of God, she argues, is to speak 
metaphorically. A metaphor, of course, is a figure of speech in which one 
thing is spoken of as if it were another; it is seeing one thing as another. 
Thinking metaphorically means spotting a thread of similarity between 
two dissimilar objects or events and using the better-known one as a way of 
speaking about the lesser-known one. Metaphorical theology, then, seeks to 
do several things: understand how various root metaphors drive models in 
religion; criticize literalized models (including masculine talk of God); chart 
relationships among metaphors, models, and concepts; and investigate pos- 
sibilities for transformative, revolutionary models. Unlike symbolic speech 
that refers to sacred objects, metaphorical speech employs ordinary terms 
about ordinary things and thus connects with our contemporary sensibility. 

In her later work Models of God, McFague argues that God is so far be- 
yond us that we really do not know the divine nature. So, we humans es- 
sentially project our language for God out of our human experience. Strictly | 
speaking, the distance between infinite and finite puts all talk of God, not 
just masculine language, in a hypothetical mode: it is “as if” God is like this, 
but maybe God is not. She particularly recommends that the metaphors 
“Mother” and “Friend” become models for God, as “Father” has tradition- 
ally been.” The recommended feminist models are intended to stress prop- 
erties of divine immanence over transcendence, nurture over authority, and 
relationship over control. 

Feminist proposals for religious language have predictably spurred 
much debate. Traditional Christian theists, for example, have argued that 
classical theology has never identified God ontologically as being male and 
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has always affirmed that God is infinite personal spirit. Feminists counter 
by pointing out that much of the problem has been that patriarchal soci- 
eties have validated exclusively masculine metaphors for the divine and 
thus reinforced and sacralized patriarchal social structures. Another point 
of discussion pertains to whether the feminist approach to religious lan- 
guage entails too great a degree of agnosticism about our knowledge of 
God. To dislodge masculine talk of God from its privileged position, femi- 
nists emphasize the metaphysical gap between human and divine. But such 
an emphasis is so strong that feminists frequently conclude that we really 
can know nothing of God’s intrinsic nature, or at least nothing that is not 
mediated through a selected metaphor. According to critics of the feminist 
position, this relativizes the issue, making it about the selection of a human 
metaphor for God, which becomes a kind of self-projection or group pro- 
jection. Related to this matter is the feminist claim that women experience 
the divine differently from the way men do—in effect, that there are gen- 
der-specific ways of knowing. They then draw the obvious conclusion that 
women should chose metaphors for God that reflect their own distinctive 
experience as women. Of course, the criticism that patriarchal models do 
not relate to nonwhite and non-Western peoples, by logical extension, sup- 
ports the broader conclusion that there are ethnic-specific ways of know- 
ing as well. Feminist literature on religious language does indeed tend to 
embrace this position, affirming the need to appreciate a wide variety of 
images for the divine. Certainly, the claim that there are gender-specific 
and ethnic-specific ways of knowing that may well be incommensurable 
needs further evaluation as an epistemological position, but that discussion 
ventures beyond the present study. What continues to be controversial is 
the nature of literal speech such that we can gauge the possibility of speak- 
ing literally of God. 


CAN TALK OF GOD BE LITERAL? 


In opposition to those thinkers who insist that talk of God must be nonlit- 
eral, William Alston (1921-2009) offers a sophisticated theory of how theo- 
logical language can be used and understood literally. He makes an initial 
distinction between the form of our language and the reality it addresses.” 
Of course, even making this move suggests that Alston comes down on 
the realist side of the realist-nonrealist issue that was treated in Chapter 
2: for him, religious language is actually about something, actually has a 
referent. The key is to qualify how religious language can be used liter- 
ally of such a unique referent as God. Alston admits that human language 
is somewhat defective for speaking about God because its subject—pred- 
icate structure assumes a distinction between an object and its properties, 
whereas classical philosophy maintains that God’s essence has no distinc- 
tions. This view is known as the doctrine of divine simplicity. So, when a 
predicate term (e.g, “love”) attributes a property to some subject term (e.g. 
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“Mother Teresa”), the subject-predicate structure of the sentence assumes 
a distinction between Mother Teresa and her love. And this is an accurate 
assumption when made regarding all creatures. However, when we use 
the same subject~predicate language to speak of God and God’s love, there 
is no parallel distinction. There is no actual distinction between God and 
his love. Alston states therefore that our conceptual grid (object-property), 
reflected in our language (subject-predicate), cannot fully capture the di- 
vine reality.” 

However, Alston argues that the limitations of our subject—predicate 
language do not necessarily preclude the literal application of all predicate 
terms whatsoever to God. The possibility remains that our human terms 
are not completely incapable of speaking about God. That is, there can be a 
genuine reality, God, that is the intended target of our terms. The Thomistic 
tradition tends to argue that we must speak analogically when God is the 
target, but Alston tries to find a legitimate sense in which at least some of 
this language can be taken literally. Consider: We typically apply concepts 
such as love or knowledge or power or action in a literal fashion to humans. 
Humans possess creaturely characteristics—finitude, temporality, embod- 
iment. But Alston contends that the concepts of love, knowledge, power, 
action, and the like do not necessarily entail creaturely conditions. If we un- 
derstand the core of meaning of these concepts, we can see that they can be 
attributed literally either to creatures or to God. 

To develop his case, Alston focuses on a particular category of predicate 
terms,“ what he calls personalistic predicates: 


Personalistic predicates are those that, as a group, apply to a being only if 
that being is a “personal agent”—an agent that carries out intentions, plans, 
or purposes in its actions, that acts in the light of knowledge or belief; a 
being whose actions express attitudes and are guided by standards and 
principles; a being capable of communicating with other such agents and 
entering into other forms of personal relations with them.” 


Various personalistic predicates that might be applied to God include “com- 
mands,” “loves,” and “guides.” 

The key question here is not whether we can form subject-predicate 
sentences with a subject term used to refer to God and make literal use of 
a personalistic predicate term so as to claim that it is true of the subject. 
Obviously, both technical theology and ordinary religious discourse contain 
numerous such sentences: “God loves us” and “Yahweh is righteous” and 
“Allah is merciful” are familiar examples. The real issue is whether any such 
truth-claim can be successful. In other words, it is whether any personalistic 
predicate term, used literally, can be true of God, or truly applied to God, or 
just literally true of God. 

Nonliteralists insist that personalistic predicates cannot literally apply 
to God because of God’s radical “otherness.” Alston recognizes that there are 
different respects in which God has been thought to differ from creatures, 
and he arranges them on a scale of increasingly radical “otherness”: 
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A. Incorporeality. 
B. Infinity. This can be divided into 
B1, The unlimited realization of each perfection 


B2. The exemplification of all perfections, everything it is better to 
be than not to be. 


C. Timelessness. 
D. Absolute simplicity. 
E. Nota being. (God is rather “Being-Itself.”)* 


Different thinkers on the subject of “divine otherness” emphasize differ- 
ent items on the list, with those favoring the range of items near the bottom 
of the list representing the more extreme versions of “otherness.” It would be 
a very rewarding project to work through each item and determine whether 
the type of “otherness” indicated conceptually prohibits the literal applica- 
tion of intrinsic, personalistic predicates to God. 

Alston selects the first item on the list for inspection, the concept of 
God’s incorporeality. His aim is to show that the concept of incorporeality, 
or of an incorporeal being, is not incompatible with personalistic predicates. If 
he can show that personalistic terms can be literally true of an incorporeal 
being, he will not thereby have proved that they are literally true of God. But 
he will have shown that the concept of God’s incorporeality does not rule 
them out. There may be other divine attributes (e.g. infinity or timelessness) 
that inhibit us from thinking literally of God as a personal agent, but set- 
tling those issues would be part of a much larger and more comprehensive 
undertaking. 

Alston divides personalistic predicates (P-predicates) into two categories: 
mental predicates (M-predicates) and action predicates (A-predicates). Mental 
predicates have to do with cognitions, feelings, emotions, attitudes, wants, 
thoughts, fantasies, and other internal psychological states, events, and pro- 
cesses. Action predicates, on the other hand, have to do, broadly speaking, 
with what an agent does. Philosophers have different views of the meaning 
of mental predicates and the meaning of action predicates. 

On the matter of mental predicates, philosophers are divided over 
whether they are properly defined in terms of their behavioral manifesta- 
tions. According to the Private Paradigm view, the meaning of an M-predicate 
is not defined through behavioral manifestations but is known through 
inner experience or introspection. This is true regardless of the fact that cer- 
tain inner states (e.g, feeling depressed) regularly tend to manifest them- 
selves in certain behavioral ways (e.g, droopy appearance and lack of vigor). 
Proponents of the Private Paradigm view contend that associated behaviors 
are not necessary to the concept of an inner state because, in the presence of 
other inner states, one may not exhibit those behaviors. One could imagine, 
for example, that, given sufficiently high motivation not to appear droopy 
(e.g, wanting to do well on a job interview), one could appear more ener- 
gized, even though one is feeling depressed. It seems rather unproblematic, 
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according to Alston, to conceive of an incorporeal being having mental states 
on the Private Paradigm view, because this view does not require that inner 
states be connected to bodily behaviors. 

Opposing the Private Paradigm view is the Logical Connection view, 
which asserts that there is a logical (conceptual) connection between a 
mental state and its overt manifestations. Alston agrees that an M-predicate 
is applicable to a subject S only if A-predicates are applicable to it. God, on 
this view, can literally know, purpose, and will only if God can literally per- 
form overt actions. Interestingly, this thesis mirrors the fundamental place 
of divine agency in Judeo-Christian theology. However, many who advocate 
Logical Connectionism assume that a being is capable of overt action only 
if it is capable of bodily movements and, conversely, that a nonbodily being 
is not capable of performing overt actions. Concepts of such M-predicates as 
“making,” “commanding,” or “forgiving” would, then, necessarily include 
the concept of bodily movements of the maker, commander, forgiver. 

This discussion leads to the matter of action predicates. Because the con- 
cept of God is one of an incorporeal or nonbodily being, many thinkers con- 
clude that the concept excludes the capability of overt actions. But Alston 
charges that it is question-begging to assume that our concept of overt action 
requires specifications of bodily movements by corporeal beings. He sets 
out to show that the concept of action does not conceptually require bodily 
movements and thus to remove an obstacle to thinking of an incorporeal 
being as performing overt actions. 

Alston refers to the well-known discussion in twentieth-century phi- 
losophy of a basic action. A basic action is one that is performed not by or in 
(simultaneously) performing some other action. A nonbasic action is one that 
is performed by or in (simultaneously) performing some other action. For 
example, signing my name on a check (a nonbasic action) is performed by 
moving my hand in a certain way (for present purposes, a basic action). If we 
were to analyze many examples like this, Alston thinks that we would con- 
clude that our concepts of many particular human basic actions do indeed 
involve specification of bodily movements. Obviously, these particular kinds 
of basic actions cannot apply literally to an incorporeal being. Likewise, if we 
were to inspect numerous examples of human nonbasic actions, we would 
also conclude that they require bodily movements but are often not specific 
in regard to particular types of bodily movements. Making a soufflé, for in- 
stance, involves causing a soufflé to come into existence, but the range of 
bodily movements used to do this is quite open. A person can stir the ingre- 
dients with his right hand or with his left. Thus, it may well be that humans 
may not bring about such consequences except by moving their bodies. 

It does not follow, however, from the fact that bodily movement is in- 
volved in all of the kinds of human actions (both basic and nonbasic) with 
which we are acquainted that the concept of bodily movement is built into 
the concept of human action concepts. And even if we were to grant that all 
human A-concepts do contain a bodily movement requirement, all that fol- 
lows it that no human A-concepts are literally applicable to an incorporeal 
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being such as God. It does not follow that no A-concepts whatsoever are 
applicable. Why should we suppose that the action concepts that apply to 
humans exhaust all the action concepts that there are? This opens up the 
question of whether we can form A-concepts that, first of all, are distinc- 
tively action concepts, and, second, do not require any bodily movements of 
the agent. 

To address this point, Alston narrows his discussion to intentional 
actions—that is, those the agent means to perform. It is clear that bodily 
movement alone does not constitute an action, because many bodily move- 
ments are not intentional (e.g., automatic jerks, twitches, reflexes). So, what 
makes an action an action? Alston believes that only two theories have a 
chance at giving an adequate answer to this question: psychological causation 
and agent causation. He crafts an argument to the effect that neither of these 
two theories contains any inherent restrictions on incorporeal action. 

The psychological causation theory asserts that the psychological back- 
ground (e.g, motives, beliefs, attitudes, intentions) gives rise to a “bodily 
movement” and makes it an action rather than a “mere” movement. Because 
there is no conceptual obstacle to thinking of an incorporeal being as having 
intentions, we are left with a question about bodily movements. In the case 
of an incorporeal being, something would have to substitute for the bodily 
movement component of basic action. Alston suggests that it is just a fact 
about human beings that only bodily movements are under direct voluntary 
control; it is not a conceptual restraint on basic action per se. It is logically 
possible that there could be agents, corporeal or otherwise, such that things 
other than their bodies are under their direct voluntary control. Some agents 
might be such that they could bring a soufflé into being without doing some- 
thing else (i.e. it would be a basic action for them). So, it appears that any 
change whatsoever—and not just bodily movements—can be the core of a 
basic action. Precisely what changes are within the repertoire of a given in- 
corporeal agent depends on the nature of that agent. Alston’s conclusion, 
then, is that the psychological causation theory poses no conceptual roadblock 
to ascribing action predicates to an incorporeal being. In the case of God, the 
way is open to:conceive of his “creating light” or “parting the sea of reeds” 
or “making a soufflé” as the performance of basic actions, actions that are 
under God’s direct voluntary control and do not have to be brought about by 
his first doing something else. 

The second theory, agent causation, is actually less problematic than the 
first. According to this view, a “bodily movement” is an action if and only 
if it is caused in a certain special way and not by some other event or state; 
it is simply caused by the agent. Thus, in performing a basic action, one “di- 
rectly” brings about a bodily movement—not by doing something “else” to 
bring it about. One simply exploits one’s basic capacity to perform a basic 
action. Given that the concept of agent causation is not restricted to corpo- 
real substances or committed to the agent’s possessing a particular kind of 
internal structure or mechanism, it presents no conceptual bar to attributing 
A-predicates to God. 
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Overall, then, Alston considers his case to be successful. He claims not 
to have proved that intrinsic predicates can be literally predicated of God but 
to have shown that there is no conceptual impossibility in applying mental 
predicates and action predicates to an incorporeal being.“ In showing this 
much, he has at least established that the prospects for speaking literally 
about God are not dim as often thought.* If Alston is right, then he has gone 
a considerable way toward showing that theistic thinkers are not asserting 
and discussing propositions about God that are obviously absurd or extra- 
neous. By the same token, he has helped show that classical critiques and 
denials of theistic beliefs are not beside the point. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Discuss various reasons for philosophical interest in religious language. Must 
one have a philosophical theory of religious language before using it? 


2. What is the theory of analogy for explaining the meaning of religious language? 
What strengths is this theory supposed to have? What weaknesses have been 
pointed out? 


3. Can you state the verifiability principle of meaning that was advanced by the 
logical positivists? Why was it supposed to be a boon for philosophy? What im- 
pact did it have on religious language? What sorts of responses ensued? 


4, What could it mean to criticize the verifiability principle by saying that it con- 
fuses issues of meaning and truth? 


5. Is verification or falsification a totally logical and objective process—in which 
case it is the same for all people? Or does it have a psychological aspect that 
takes into account the mental states of individual people—in which case it can 
differ from person to person? 


6. What exactly is the difference between saying that a religious statement is mean- 
ingless and saying it is false? 


7. Try to state in your own words the basic idea of functional analysis. How is it 
that the functional analysis of religious language generally ignores matters of 
truth and falsity? 


8. Explore the various functions language in general seems to fulfill within a lin- 
guistic community. Explore the functions religious language seems to perform. 
Can any one function be identified as “basic”? 


9, Make a case, as Paul Tillich would, for all talk of God being symbolic. Evaluate. 


10. Explain a feminist case against masculine language for the divine. Discuss fem- 
inist proposals for how we should speak of the divine. 


11. Is via negativa a viable approach? Can the mind target an object by only knowing 
what it is not? Does this matter in religion? 


12, What strategy does William Alston use for showing that we can speak literally 
of God? Do you think he is successful? Why, or why not? 
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13. Explore the question of whether Alston has shown how we can avoid anthropo- 
morphism and speak univocally of God. 
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CHAPTER 13 


RELIGION AND SCIENCE 


Are They Compatible or Incompatible? 





fa 1616 the Holy Office of the Roman Catholic Church condemned the view 
that the earth moves around the sun as false science and contrary to biblical 
teaching: 


It has...come to the knowledge of the said Congregation that the 
Pythagorean doctrine—which is false and altogether opposed to the Holy 
Scripture—of the motion of the Earth, and the immobility of the Sun, which 
is also taught by Nicolaus Copernicus in The Revolutions of the Planets...is 
now being spread abroad and accepted by many... . 


Copernicus’s work was placed on the list of censored books. 

The Church also demanded that Galileo (1564-1642) abandon the 
Copernican position that he had advocated in both written and public discus- 
sions. But Galileo, courageous as he was brilliant, continued to defend the heli- 
ocentric theory as being clearly supported by his work on planetary motion, 
sunspots, comets, and other natural phenomena. In 1633, at the age of sixty- 
nine and in poor health, Galileo was summoned to appear before the Grand 
Inquisitor in Rome. He was found guilty of teaching falsehood, forced to recant, 
and placed under house arrest for the remaining eight years of his life.” 

Historians of science know that the Church was actually willing to 
allow Galileo to discuss the heliocentric theory as a “hypothesis,” but it did 
not want him to claim that the theory truly depicted the behavior of the 
sun and planets. Wanting to protect its unique right to make pronounce- 
ments about reality, the Church offered Galileo and other progressive sci- 
entists the opportunity to say that the heliocentric theory is a mathematical 
fiction—just one of several possible calculational schemes that could account 
for observed heavenly phenomena. 


+ 291 + 
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When Andreas Osiander (1498-1552) wrote the preface to Copernicus’s 
Revolutions, he strategically tried to emphasize the mathematical fiction in- 
terpretation in order to make that work palatable to both the scientific com- 
munity and church theologians. The heliocentric hypothesis, he maintained, 
is simply a convenient device for predicting planetary motion and not a true 
account of the causes of planetary motion. In effect, Osiander thought that he 
could defuse the controversy by sharply separating the domains of science 
and theology: science formulates mathematical fictions, but theology deals 
with reality itself. Interestingly, Galileo did not accept Osiander’s denial 
that science attempts to describe reality by discovering the hidden causes 
of observable events. Galileo believed that the heliocentric theory described 
the way things really are, and thus he remained in direct conflict with the 
Church’s geocentric view. 

The Galileo affair bristles with complex issues: the abuses of authority 
by a religious institution, the unfair lobbying activities of Ptolemaic scien- 
tists, the theological procedure by which scientific facts were derived from 
Holy Scripture, the emerging tension within science between the old deduc- 
tive and the new inductive methods, and Galileo’s own lack of diplomacy 
in propagating his views. Yet the most significant issue revolves around the 
operative notions of science and religion that led to conflict. What is clear is 
that we must strive to understand the natures and roles of these two pow- 
erful and important human activities if we are to make progress related to a 
multitude of problems that arise at their interface. 

Reflecting on the history of human inquiry, we see that virtually all 
areas of investigation emerged from philosophy. Early in Western culture, 
study of the motions of the planets, the nature of music, the forms of govern- 
ment, the composition of ultimate reality, and much more came under the 
general canopy of philosophy, the “love of wisdom.” Gradually, as the specific 
domains of inquiry became more clearly defined, new disciplines were born. 
Over time, many fields of study were spawned, each capable of conduct- 
ing its particular type of investigation independently of philosophy per se. 
The constellation of different disciplines we now know—the array of natural 
sciences, the various human sciences, mathematics, and so forth—was born 
through a slow process of differentiation. l 

Our exploration will consider three disciplines: philosophy (which, for 
our purposes, is the attempt to understand the most general characteristics 
of reality and knowledge), natural science (which is the empirical study of 
the order of physical nature), and theology (which is the systematic articu- 
lation of religious beliefs and tracing their implications so as to attain new 
knowledge of God and his ways). The attempt to define, distinguish, and 
interrelate the activities of theology and natural science is essentially a phil- 
osophical undertaking. Two broad philosophical concerns are particularly 
relevant here: metaphysical questions (dealing with reality) and epistemological 
questions (dealing with knowledge). As we look at different ways in which 
these metaphysical and epistemological questions are answered for both 
theology and natural science, we will begin to understand different ways 
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in which their relationship is envisioned. Answers to these questions tell us 
how their respective aims, objects, and methods are conceived. 

Ian Barbour (b. 1923) has identified four basic ways—which he calls 
“models”—for understanding the relationship of religion and science: con- 
flict, independence, dialogue, and integration. Focusing largely on the domain of 
natural science, let us consider each of these models in turn. 


DO RELIGION AND SCIENCE CONFLICT? 


The Galileo affair has long been a symbol of an inherent and irresolvable 
conflict between religion and science. In the experience of Western civiliza- 
tion, other issues have seemed to make conflict the dominant theme in the 
science-religion relationship. Other issues famously include, for example, 
the familiar debate over evolution and creation. For over a hundred years, 
this heated controversy has pitted a view of humanity as a complex result 
of natural processes against a view of humanity as a creation of a personal 
deity. Another example is relativity theory in physics, which drastically 
reinterprets concepts of space, time, and causality and thus challenges how 
most religious perspectives see God’s relation to the world.* Technological 
advances in artificial intelligence and mapping the human genome seem to 
endanger the unique status of Homo sapiens.° After all, if a computer can per- 
form many reasoning and calculation functions, and if the human genetic 
structure closely resembles that of other animals, what is special or unique 
about us? Science seems to be offering explanations that invalidate religious 
explanations. 

Looking more closely at the creation-evolution issue, it is clear that, 
during the twentieth century, two dramatically opposed schools of thought 
framed the cultural debate: scientific materialism and biblical literalism. About 
the only point on which they agree is that science and religion are in total 
conflict. Scientific materialism makes the epistemological assumption that 
the empirical method of science is the only reliable procedure for obtain- 
ing knowledge as well as the metaphysical assumption that physical stuff 
(i.e, matter and energy) is the ultimate reality of the universe. So, only sci- 
ence can reveal what is real, and only the entities studied by science are real. 
Science works from publicly observable, reproducible data that confirm or 
disconfirm the theories proposed within it; and this is taken to be objec- 
tive knowledge of objective reality. Religious beliefs, by contrast, are not as 
readily connected to objective data and are thus presumed to be subjective, 
uncritical, parochial. 

Throughout much of the twentieth century, logical positivism gave sup- 
port to scientific materialism. A. J. Ayer (1910-1989), discussed in Chapter 12, 
was a leader in this movement who took the strong epistemological line that 
for statements to have meaning they must be verifiable or falsifiable by em- 
pirical experience. Since religion, metaphysics, and even ethics refer to non- 
empirical or nonsensory realities, the statements within these disciplines 
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are considered pseudo-statements with no cognitive meaning. Religion 
speaks, for instance, of God and the soul, which are nonempirical realities. 
Metaphysics speaks of “being” in general, which is an abstraction that can- 
not be observed. And ethics speaks of values, things of which we can have 
no sensory experience. According to the positivists, at best, terms for such 
unobservable entities should be interpreted as expressing our own subjec- 
tive, psychological states and not as referring to objective realities. 

Tronically, logical positivism itself eventually collapsed as philosophers 
began to realize that sensory input does not even provide an indubitable 
starting point for science. Philosophers of science became increasingly aware 
that the interaction of theory and observation is much more subtle and com- 
plex than the positivists ever imagined, thus threatening their pristine ver- 
sion of objectivity. So, because the positivists could not account for cognitive 
significance in scientific statements, the intellectual community became dis- 
illusioned by their claim to have a standard of meaning for all statements 
in other areas, such as religion and ethics. As logical positivism became de- 
funct in philosophy, its effects were still working through the other academic 
disciplines as well as broader culture. 

In the past few decades, the basic perspective of scientific materialism or 
naturalism has been vigorously represented in popular culture. In his book 
Cosmos, which later because a series for educational television, Carl Sagan 
(1934-1996) states: “The Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.” 
This single sentence reflects the view that the universe is eternal, that it is 
fundamentally and exclusively physical, and that science is the only way 
to gain reliable knowledge about it. So, science replaces religion as the way 
of fulfilling the human quest for understanding of ultimates and origins. 
Sagan openly criticized traditional ideas of God as being too mystical and 
subjective and as ultimately antithetical to scientific understanding. 

Most readers today will recognize Richard Dawkins (b. 1941), Daniel 
Dennett (b. 1942), and Victor Stegner (b. 1935) as prominent figures repre- 
senting the New Atheism, which is essentially philosophical naturalism and 
atheism claiming a close association with the findings of the sciences, partic- 
ularly evolutionary findings. Dawkins states, for example, that the work of 
Charles Darwin (1809-1882) and subsequent developments in evolutionary 
biology make it possible to be an “intellectually fulfilled atheist”—a fulfill- 
ment that is achieved when one who is already convinced in principle that 
philosophical naturalism is true (and therefore that atheism is true) can ac- 
quire a wealth of scientific detail regarding how evolution actually brought 
about complex biological structures. No reference to a Creator is needed.’ 
Science and naturalism, then, are held to be mutually supportive and to pro- 
vide a complete explanation of everything. 

Biblical literalism is at the other end of the spectrum, both intellectually 
and culturally. However, in the history of Christian thought, which con- 
tains a variety of views on the relation of scripture and science, biblical lit- 
eralism is an anomaly. St. Augustine (354-430), for example, famously main- 
tained that when some particular passage of the Bible appears to conflict 


Religion and Science 295 


with established scientific information, that passage should probably be 
reinterpreted, perhaps metaphorically.’ Other medieval philosophers and 
theologians acknowledged that the Bible includes a rich diversity of liter- 
ary forms, reveals truth at many levels, and is not meant to be doing sci- 
ence. The Anglican tradition embraces a sophisticated approach to scripture 
that is open to figurative as well as literal interpretations, depending on the 
genre of literature and the context of the scriptural passage in question. Pope 
John Paul IT (1920-2005) articulated a stance quite different from the one the 
Roman Catholic Church took toward the Galileo controversy: that we now 
have “a more accurate appreciation of the methods proper to the different 
orders of knowledge,” clearly giving place to both religious and scientific 
knowledge. 

Although out of step with the majority of Christian thought through 
the centuries, a tenaciously literalistic approach to biblical interpretation 
became the hallmark of certain American Protestant denominations, or 
at least of large constituencies within those denominations. During the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, biblical literalism—often 
referred to as “Protestant fundamentalism” or just “fundamentalism’”— 
can be seen as a reaction to several aspects of intellectual culture: the rise 
of evolutionary biology, Freudian psychology, and German “higher criti- 
cism”® of the Bible. For our purposes, the so-called literal interpretation 
of the book of Genesis results in the belief that God created the universe 
in six literal twenty-four-hour days and instantaneously created humanity 
at the end of the sixth day. Coupled with the calculation based on biblical 
texts that the earth is about six to ten thousand years old, this fundamen- 
talist outlook clashes dramatically with the scientific claims that the earth 
formed about 4.5 billion years ago, that life developed within the first bil- 
lion years, and that, after millions of years of evolutionary development, 
Homo sapiens began appearing about 200,000 years ago. The stage is set: 
fundamentalism is diametrically opposed to the evolutionary approach 
and the evolutionary findings of science, and fundamentalism is interested 
in no compromises. 

American culture has experienced the tensions between the funda- 
mentalist view of creation and the scientific theory of evolution. The Scopes 
“monkey trial” of 1925 was a sensational collision between the forces in- 
volved in this issue." In the trial, William Jennings Bryan argued that teach- 
ers should not be permitted to present biological evolution in the public 
schools because it is clearly contrary to Scripture. Here we have religionists 
making factual pronouncements of a scientific nature on the basis of their 
reading of the Bible. Although Bryan won the decision in the trial, the rul- 
ing was later overturned on a technicality, and evolutionary theory was per- 
mitted in the schools. However, fundamentalist opposition to evolution has 
continued to the present day. 

Fundamentalists have actually employed their own version of science 
to help establish their position. “Scientific creationism” tries to find sci- 
entific evidence (in addition to biblical references) to support belief in a 
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young earth and the special creation of humans.” Creation scientists typ- 
ically label evolutionary theory “false science” and demand equal time 
in the schools for their alternative science. In 1981, for example, a funda- 
mentalist group succeeded in getting an Arkansas court to rule in favor of 
equal time for the teaching of “creationist theory,” supported by whatever 
scientific facts seemed to confirm it and without reference to God or the 
Bible. A U.S. District Court overturned the Arkansas law one year later on 
grounds that it favored a particular religious view and thus violated the 
constitutional separation of church and state. The Court also pronounced 
creation science bogus science. A number of people who testified against 
the Arkansas bill were religious leaders and theologians, many of whom 
argued that the fundamentalist approach to the Bible and the distortion of 
science for sectarian purposes was dangerous to our intellectual and reli- 
gious freedoms. 

Since the late 1990s, Intelligent Design Theory (or IDT, or simply ID) has 
been another approach to fighting evolutionary science and seeking to by- 
pass unfavorable court decisions. Michael Behe (b. 1952), William Dembski 
(b. 1960), and Philip Johnson (b. 1940) are key figures promoting this view. 
Convinced that the methodological naturalism at the heart of the scientific 
method is intrinsically biased in favor of philosophical naturalism and 
against any form of theism, ID thinkers insist that certain phenomena for 
which we have no explanation by natural causes are best explained as caused 
by a nonnatural intelligence. Although the intellectual sophistication of ID 
proponents appears to be greater than that of the older creation science pro- 
ponents, both groups agree that normal science is somehow naturalistically 
inclined and must be replaced or modified to admit explanations involving 
something beyond nature. 

In Chapter 5, we discussed ID in great detail as an argument and an 
intellectual approach to justifying belief in a Superior Intelligence. We will 
briefly characterize it here to give a sense of its adoption of one kind of 
conflict model in the larger cultural debate. Remember that the “argument 
from irreducible complexity” is unique and central in the ID project. Briefly, 
normal biological science seeks to explain complex biological structures by 
reference to simpler prior structures. However, if there are complex struc- 
tures that are not functionally reducible to simpler ones, then the evolu- 
tionary explanation has apparently failed, and science should be open to a 
nonevolutionary explanation. Put another way: if an explanation by natural 
causes cannot be found, then a nonnatural cause (i.e. intelligence) is the 
better explanation. ID proponents will not say that this transcendent in- 
telligence is the God of theism, let alone Christian theism, but this is none- 
theless what is generally understood to be the implied conclusion of their 
reasoning. ID proponents would prefer to say that they are not discussing 
religion but rather are discussing a way to expand the explanatory capa- 
bility of science.” 

As we try to assess ID, it is difficult feel the logical force of its criticism 
of methodological naturalism per se. Methodological naturalism is simply 
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the process of looking for natural causes for natural phenomena, a disci- 
plined focus that has been the secret of science’s success. Methodological 
naturalism is neutral about whether any nonnatural phenomenon or su- 
pernatural reality exists. The fact that some atheistic scientists—such as 
Dawkins and others—believe that methodological naturalism favors philo- 
sophical naturalism reflects their own misunderstanding of the neutrality of 
science. Ironically, this misunderstanding is shared by ID thinkers! So, the 
theme of conflict between religion and established science is very strong in 
both groups. 

Another concern expressed by ID is that the essential role of chance 
or randomness in evolutionary theory precludes purpose in existence. Here 
again, the New Atheists, who co-opt evolutionary science to flesh out their 
worldview, agree with ID: chance and purpose are mutually exclusive. Of 
course, the underlying confusion on both sides is between chance within and 
chance among possible worlds. Chance within the operation of the universe— 
conceived as contingency, or the openness of any situation to alternative pos- 
sible outcomes—is not inherently opposed to divine action, influence, and 
purpose. It is chance among possible worlds that poses a threat to the mean- 
ing of existence. If the very existence of the universe is an accident—that 
is, it happened by complete chance—then it is difficult to maintain that the 
universe and everything within it has a purpose and significance. The New 
Atheists accept the pointlessness of existence; proponents of ID reject it. But 
their fundamental disagreement is at the metaphysical or worldview level 
and should not be confused with various undetermined or chance aspects of 
the operation of the physical world. 

After surveying views that operate on a conflict model, we can more 
readily understand how conflict between religion and science arises when 
their aims, objects, and methods are equated or too closely aligned. When the 
aims of theology include providing explanations for natural objects and nat- 
ural processes that are competitive with scientific explanations, then con- 
flict is almost inevitable. Likewise, when the proper objects of theological in- 
vestigation include the same physical phenomena that science studies, the 
stage is set for clash. And when the method of theology is put on a par with 
that of science—or at least when it is not sufficiently distinguished from the 
method of science—then the path is open for severe opposition between the 
two disciplines. 

A few generalizationalizations about the history of the issue are fitting 
at this point. When disciplinary or intellectual boundaries are persistently 
blurred, some scientists and other scientifically informed persons use the 
results of modern science to confirm philosophical naturalism, thus not re- 
specting the methodological neutrality of science in the effort to discredit 
religion. On the other side, such blurring allows some theologians and re- 
ligious advocates to feel empowered to make scientific pronouncements on 
religious grounds and even attempt to overturn scientific findings for reli- 
gious rather than scientific reasons. Surely we should hope for a better un- 
derstanding of the nature of religion and science. 





298 Reason and Religious Belief 


ARE RELIGION AND SCIENCE INDEPENDENT? 


To take into account differences between science and theology, and thus to 
avoid conflict, some thinkers and intellectual movements treat the two dis- 
ciplines as if they are totally independent, with each area having its own dif- 
ferent aims, objects, and methods. What we shall call the independence model 
produces the attitude that each field should stick to its own business. The 
image of religion and science as sealed off from one another in airtight com- 
partments is appropriate here. Segregation rather than clash is the rule. 

In the medieval period, the separation of religion and science was sup- 
ported by a kind of broad dualistic thinking that has both metaphysical and 
epistemological components. Metaphysically, the medieval mind saw reality 
as divided into two realms, supernature and nature. God is a supernatural 
reality, and the human soul and other objects of theology were associated 
primarily with this realm as well. The physical universe, on the other hand, 
comprised the mundane realm of nature. Epistemologically speaking, the 
medieval posture was that the realm of supernature could be fully known 
only by divine revelation, whereas the realm of nature can be progressively 
known by the techniques appropriate to human rational investigation. Thus, 
both the objects and the methods of theology and science are greatly different. 
Obviously, the medieval tradition of natural theology (which developed argu- 
ments already covered in Chapter 5) afforded some middle ground, main- 
taining that the existence of God and a few of his metaphysical attributes 
could be inferred from the existence and structure of nature. Moreover, 
there was a strong conviction that the spiritual realm permeates the material 
realm, giving ordinary life profound significance. 

In modern times, several intellectual movements, each in its own 
way, have also advocated the strict independence of religion and science: 
Protestant neo-orthodoxy, existentialism, and linguistic analysis. The Protestant 
theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968), perhaps the most celebrated spokesperson 
for neo-orthodoxy, tried to recapture for Christianity its emphasis on the cen- 
trality of Christ and the primacy of special “revelation” for knowing God." 
For Barth, theology deals with God’s self-revelation in Christ and therefore 
offers a source of religious knowledge that lies beyond our human noetic 
powers. In fact, according to Barth, sin has so blinded human reason to the 
knowledge of God that it is absolutely necessary for God to bridge the gap 
and reveal himself to us. Furthermore, the aim of religion is to effect a per- 
sonal encounter with God. Barth conceives of science, on the other hand, as 
the ongoing human search for knowledge of the natural world, employing 
as it does observation, experimentation, rational inference, and the like. Its 
fundamental aim is to gain understanding about the patterns of the empir- 
ical world. 

Existentialism, which influenced neo-orthodox theology, also advo- 
cated a sharp distinction between the domains of religion and science. Neo- 
orthodoxy distinguished the transcendent realm from the finite human 
realm in order to support the separation of religion and science. However, 
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the dominant distinction in the existentialist categorization of religion and 
science was between the realm of the personal (self, choice, meaning) and the 
realm of impersonal objects. Common to all versions of existentialism is the 
conviction that we can understand the meaning of human existence only by 
being personally involved in freely making decisions. It is through commit- 
ment, being authentic, and responsibly shouldering our humanity that we 
work out the meaning of our own lives—not through detached speculation. 

Although atheistic existentialists, such as Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Sartre 
(1905-1980), believed that we could achieve meaning without reference to 
God, religious existentialists, such as Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), insisted 
that we need to orient ourselves toward God to experience the full signifi- 
cance of personal life. For these existentialists, religion involves the subjec- 
tive and inward orientation of one’s personhood, whereas science involves 
the study and manipulation of objects. Once again, we have a strict differ- 
entiation between the subject matter of religion and science; the former deals 
with the realm of uniquely personal existence, whereas the latter deals with 
the realm of objects and their operations. The methods of knowledge are sub- 
jective and objective, respectively. And the aim of religion is to provide an 
avenue of personal meaning and significance, whereas the aim of the scien- 
- tific enterprise is to explain, predict, and control the behaviors of impersonal 
things in our physical environment. The noted Jewish theologian Martin 
Buber (1878-1965) poignantly makes this distinction, stating that the relation 
between a person and a material object is an It relationship but that the re- 
ligious believer’s relation to God is an I-Thou relationship. It is through rela- 
tionship with God that one finds complete human fulfillment: “As a Person 
God gives personal life, he makes us as persons become capable of meeting 
with him and with one another.” 

Linguistic analysis is another philosophical movement that envisions re- 
ligion and science as totally compartmentalized human endeavors. Earlier 
positivistic philosophers elevated science above all other intellectual activ- 
ities and thus restricted all meaningful language to the statement of em- 
pirical facts, with the result that religious language was not empirical and 
therefore not meaningful. However, the development of linguistic analysis 
witnessed the passing of this ideal language quest as ordinary language 
philosophy became fascinated by the rich variety of functions that human 
language performs. Philosophers in this movement were not so interested 
in the question of the reality of the objects of religion and science but were 
instead interested in analyzing the uses of language in two different areas. 
Taking their cue particularly from the later work of Ludwig Wittgenstein 
(1889-1951), exponents of this approach said that religion and science are two 
distinct but equally legitimate “language games,” each with its own vocab- 
ulary, categories, and logic. According to linguistic philosophers, the uses 
of language in religious contexts differ greatly from the uses of scientific 
language. For them, the aim of religious language (considered in depth in 
Chapter 12) is to support and recommend a certain way of life. The method 
by which it does this is to use language that is effective in eliciting a certain 
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set of attitudes and encouraging allegiance to a particular moral point of 
view. On the other hand, the aims served by scientific language are essen- 
tially those of explanation, prediction, and technological manipulation of 
observable phenomena. This language must be extremely precise and highly 
empirical. So, for ordinary language philosophy, theology and science are 
treated as markedly separate linguistic activities, having intrinsically dif- 
ferent aims and methods woven inextricably into their respective languages, 
with no possibility of either interaction or conflict.” 


IS DIALOGUE POSSIBLE? 


Is it possible to progress beyond the independence thesis to some conception 
of how religion and science can interact? Can they engage in dialogue in any 
fashion? lan Barbour envisions two avenues along which these two distinct 
fields can have meaningful dialogue. The first avenue relates to the discus- 
sion of what might be called boundary questions; the second revolves around 
consideration of methodological parallels between the two fields. 

Let us proceed by talking about the boundaries of science along two dif- 
ferent lines: the presuppositions required at the foundations of science and the 
questions raised at the limits of certain scientific theories, questions that, by 
their nature, cannot be answered by further scientific investigation. Each of 
these approaches to the matter of boundaries offers interesting possibilities 
for dialogue between theology and science. 

Philosophers of science commonly argue that science rests on certain 
presuppositions, beliefs that science itself cannot establish but that shape the 
whole enterprise. These presuppositions, taken together, provide a kind of 
sketch of the fundamental characteristics of the world in which science takes 
itself to operate, giving rise to more specific commitments about its aims, 
objects, and methods. For example, many thinkers take science to rest on the 
presupposition that physical nature is in a significant sense real, leading 
to a belief that the objects of science are empirically real entities. Another 
important presupposition is that nature is intelligible, that it has a rational 
structure and is therefore accessible to mind. This thought is one root of 
the classical teleological arguments discussed in Chapter 5 and thus offers a 
longstanding alternative to an ID approach that tries to work within science. 
Still another presupposition is that the world’s order is contingent and not 
necessary, that the world is one particular way rather than another—a belief 
that entails that the physical order must be known through inductive and 
empirical methods. One last presupposition of science is that nature is, in 
an important sense, good, that it has value and worth, a conviction that sup- 
ports the aim of understanding nature and the scientific drive to engage it. 

The presuppositions above may now seem rather unremarkable and al- 
most too obvious to be interesting, but they have not always been so widely 
accepted. In fact, their acceptance in modern times has a long and interesting 
history. It is not unusual to find comments to the effect that modern science 
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is indebted to classical Greek thought, that modern science arose gradually 
out of ancient science, building cumulatively on past approaches. Although 
on the surface it makes some sense to say that ancient Greek confidence in 
the rational structure of nature is one of the early driving forces for science, 
deeper inspection raises enormous doubts about whether modern science as 
we know it could ever have evolved from classical Greek science. Plato and 
Aristotle both believed that the true nature of things is found in their “form,” 
not in their “matter.” Thus, the objects of science for them are the essences 
of things, these essences being nonempirical forms on the level of ideas. In 
this vein, ancient Greek science assumed we could know the properties of a 
thing by logically deducing them from a definition of its essence—without 
having to study it empirically! This is hardly the method of modern science. 

Interestingly, it was the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation that even- 
tually influenced pioneer scientists in the direction of modern scientific in- 
vestigation, with its careful empirical techniques and inductive reasoning. 
The doctrine of creation teaches that God freely chose to bring the world 
into existence, which means that physical operations are contingent and 
thus knowable only by inductive and empirical methods—and definitely not 
able to be deduced from the definitions of things. Further, because God is 
good, God’s creation is also good and worthy of study. These general themes 
arising from the doctrine of creation helped spur on the amazing success of 
science. E. L. Mascall (1905-1993) explains that the doctrine of creation sup- 
plied a philosophy of nature that overthrew the Greek perspective and gave 
solid support to modern science: 


A world which is created by the Christian God will be both contingent and 
orderly. It will embody regularities and patterns, since its Maker is rational, 
but the particular regularities and patterns which it will embody cannot be 
predicted a priori, since he is free; they can be discovered only by examina- 
tion. The world, as Christian theism conceives, it is thus an ideal field for 
the application of scientific method, with its twin techniques of observation 
and experiment.” 


These and other implications of the doctrine, which are required for sci- 
ence to make sense and to exist, were not all seen at once but came to be 
understood after centuries of reflection by Christian thinkers. As further 
implications were drawn, Christian philosophers realized that they were 
committed to the rich and suggestive affirmations that matter is real and 
intelligible per se, and that appropriate methods had to be developed for 
studying it. Thus, the conceptual seeds from which modern science grew 
were planted by theology.” Science began to break away from the Greek 
conception and flourish anew in the early modern period because Galileo 
and others understood the power of certain theological ideas that correct 
inadequate views of God, the teachings of the Bible, and the human engage- 
ment with nature. 

Another kind of boundary issue arises when we realize that some of 
the crowning theories of science take us to the limits of science’s ability to 
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explain. The more general and comprehensive scientific theories actually 
raise additional questions that science cannot answer by its own methods. 
These questions position us at the threshold of the metaphysical, thus open- 
ing the door for dialogue between science and theology. In pushing back 
to the earliest history of the cosmos—that is, to what we know as the Big 
Bang—astronomers and theoretical physicists, for example, ask questions 
about the initial conditions that existed. Physicist Stephen Hawking (b. 1942) 
once proposed that everything in the universe expanded from an initial in- 
finitesimal point in which not even the most elemental laws of physics op- 
erated.” Because this original event was long thought to be as far back in 
time as science can extend its impulse for explanation, philosophers said 
that science has reached a limit or boundary. At this level of inquiry, a pro- 
found question arises: How did the fundamental laws of physics first come 
into existence if there was once a punctiliar time when they did not exist? 
Because science cannot answer such a question, some would say that the 
door is open for metaphysics and theology to say something about God as 
the creative ground of the existence and structure of the universe. In this 
way, say, theology can help make sense of the contingency of the cosmos and 
the general order that science discovers in it, thus offering a different per- 
spective on the same range of objects that science studies. 

Denying the role of theological information, Hawking, who is at least 
skeptical about God and religion, if not an outright atheist, published The 
Grand Design with co-author Leonard Mlodinow in attempt to show why 
there is no need to invoke God as the creator of the universe.” Hawking’s 
argument is that recent advances in cosmology suggest that the laws of 
physics—particularly the laws of gravity and quantum mechanics—allow 
universes to appear spontaneously from nothing. He calls his position 
M-theory, a theory of supersymmetric gravity that operates in sophisticated 
ways in multiple dimensions—an abstract idea that we cannot detail here. 
But Hawking claims that this is the unified theory that Einstein wanted to 
find. To develop his position, Hawking invokes multiverse theory—the idea 
that there are many, perhaps an infinite number, of universes, such that if 
anything can happen it will. So, of course it is no surprise that there would 
be a universe such as ours that is finely tuned for intelligent life. 

In attempting to follow Hawking’s reasoning, one wonders about several 
logical and metaphysical difficulties, including whether the concept of “com- 
ing into being out of nothing” is strictly employed, because at least gravity is - 
posited as preexistent; how physical laws, classically viewed simply as math- 
ematical descriptions of structural regularities in the universe, can be said 
to have fecundity and potency to cause anything to happen; and why mul- 
tiverse theory, even if it is true, preempts the existence of God in explain- 
ing why anything exists at all. In brief, the apparent problem pertains to 
how something—whether anything X or even the universe as a whole—can 
cause itself. What is clear is that Hawking will not engage metaphysics and 
theology in dialogue about boundary questions but instead trumpets the su- 
periority and sufficiency of science on such matters. 
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Various thinkers envision different ways for theology to interact with 
the boundary questions of science. Philosopher of science Ernan McMullin 
(1924-2011), for example, distinguishes the statements and methods of the- 
ology from those of science in order to account for how these two enterprises, 
functioning on different but legitimate levels of explanation, can be mutu- 
ally enhancing. McMullin declares that, on its own level, a scientific account 
of the universe is in principle complete or at least completable. For him, there 
is no need to think that the relation of theology to science is that of filling in 
the gaps—that is, of deriving arguments for the existence of God on the basis 
of incomplete explanations in science. Besides, as science advances, such 
gaps are eventually closed, thus preempting that role for theology. Instead. 
McMullin stresses that the aim of theology is to provide ultimate explana- 
tions, and its methods are oriented toward constructing them. The Christian 
doctrine of creation does not, he ccntends, explain the specifics of how the 
universe began but affirms its absolute dependence on God. The specifics 
are largely to be discovered by ongoing scientific interpretation. Seen in this 
role, the doctrine of creation is “consonant” with or compatible with modern 
scientific cosmology, giving an explanation of the universe that is comple- 
mentary to scientific explanation. Thus, theology—like science, history, liter- 
ature, and other disciplines—contributes to an overall coherent worldview.” 
Theology does not have to be placed in the role of recommending God as 
filling gaps in scientific accounts. 

David Tracy (b. 1939) proposes that religion can enter into genuine dia- 
logue at the boundaries of science in a somewhat different manner. On the 
one hand, theology can contribute insight on the ethical issues pertaining to 
the uses of science (e.g, the use of atomic theory to build weapons of mass 
destruction, the use of genetic technology to alter fetuses, etc.). Tracy also 
believes that theology can shed light on the presuppositions required for 
the possibility of science (e.g., that the world requires a rational ground that 
can be understood from classic religious texts and the structures of human 
experience).* This is the impact religion can have on science: answering its 
boundary questions. On the other hand, science can also contribute informa- 
tion to theology. Tracy contends that theological doctrines are culturally 
conditioned and limited and that enlightened theological method takes into 
account new scientific advances. The way evolutionary ideas have affected 
modern consciousness, for example, raises the question of reformulation of 
the doctrine of creation. For example, it would make theological sense to 
maintain that God is the creator of all but to accept that the process of crea- 
tion is evolutionary in character. 

As previously stated, another avenue for dialogue between religion 
and science pertains to the methodological parallels between the two fields. 
Although positivists, neo-orthodox theologians, and existentialist thinkers charac- 
terize science as objective and religion as subjective, such dichotomous ideas 
came under increasing pressure from studies showing that religion is more 
objective than originally thought and that some aspects of science can be char- 
acterized as subjective in important respects. These studies have opened the 
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way for some thinkers to seek parallels between the respective methods of re- 
ligion and science, rather than concentrate on the differences between them. 
For present purposes, let us look at four factors that can be cited to make a 
case for the methodological parallel between science and religion: communal 
paradigms, research programs, observer participation, and the role of models. 

Philosophers Norwood Russell Hanson (1924-1967), Stephen Toulmin 
(1922-1997), and Thomas Kuhn (1922-1996) have argued that science is not 
as pristine and objective as some stereotypes suggest, free of bias and per- 
spective. Instead there is an intersubjective and communal dimension to sci- 
entific knowledge. Many philosophers of science realized that scientific data 
are in a certain sense theory-laden, that theories arise as much from the free 
and creative scientific imagination as they do from an analysis of evidence, 
and that the acceptance of theories is as much a function of the historically 
conditioned collective thought of scientists as it is a calculation based strictly 
on the evidence. We might say that this new era in the philosophy of science 
stresses the theme of “personal involvement”—and it has done this in a rich 
variety of ways. 

No philosopher of science has had a broader impact in advocating such 
a view than Thomas Kuhn, who argued that theory selection depends on 
the prevailing paradigm of the scientific community. Although Kuhn uses the 
term “paradigm” in slightly different ways throughout his work, the follow- 
ing statement of Kuhn’s is enlightening: 


On the one hand, [the term “paradigm’] stands for the entire constellation 
of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given 
community. On the other, it denotes one sort of element in that constella- 
tion, the concrete puzzle-solutions which, employed as models or exam- 
ples, can replace explicit rules as a basis for the solution of the remaining 
puzzles of normal science.” 


“Normal science” simply means the efforts of the scientific community to 
solve the research problems they face according to the prevailing paradigm. 
The paradigm contains examples of puzzles already solved and helps decide 
what could count as an adequate solution to other puzzles. An established 
paradigm is resistant to simple falsification by a few negative instances and 
can often be preserved by considering these instances to be anomalies or by 
articulating ad hoc hypotheses. 

Kuhn’s idea of a scientific revolution is highly suggestive of parallels with 
religion. Normal science, which is typically conservative and controlled by 
tradition, enters crisis when the prevailing paradigm encounters increasing 
difficulty solving some important puzzles. At some point, the scientific com- 
munity is dissatisfied and an alternative paradigm starts attracting research- 
ers by virtue of its ability to account for existing data while handling new data 
in a more helpful way. When such conditions are present, science typically 
undergoes a major paradigm shift, which is a “scientific revolution.” Similarly, 
when the prevailing theological paradigm—or way of looking at the world 
and explaining and responding to important life situations—comes under 


Religion and Science 305 


pressure and a new paradigm seems promising to a significant number of 
the religious community, then a theological revolution is almost inevitably 
brewing. One could interpret, say, the Protestant Reformation’s break from 
Roman Catholicism or the modern rejection and reformulation of traditional 
Christian doctrines by feminist theologians in this light. We could also see 
the emergence of Mahayana Buddhism from Theravada Buddhism, for ex- 
ample, as a major paradigm shift. 

All of this highlights the tremendously social nature of paradigms. 
Although debates continue about the exact degree of subjectivity in science, 
Kuhn’s provocative analysis inspired some thinkers to suggest that religious 
traditions can also be viewed as communities that share a common para- 
digm. The data for religious communities are religious experience, histor- 
ical events, sacred texts, and so forth—all interpreted and given significance 
within an overarching paradigm. Challenges to religious belief, like chal- 
lenges to a scientific theory under the approved paradigm, can be deflected 
by calling them anomalies or by proposing ad hoc hypotheses. This actually 
explains the tendency of religious believers to maintain their beliefs even in 
light of seemingly contrary evidence—and scientists, as Kuhn has shown us, 
often do the same thing. That is just the way paradigms operate within the 
communities that embrace them. 

In seeking ever more adequate ways to expose methodological paral- 
lels between science and religion, some have thought that the Kuhnian-type 
radical paradigm shift is too extreme. Nancey Murphy (b. 1951) maintains 
that the idea of a research program is a conception of methodological parallels 
between the two disciplines.” Imre Lakatos (1937-1974) advanced the idea 
that a community of scientists engages in ongoing projects and endeavors 
that preserve at their heart a core theory that is surrounded by auxiliary hy- 
potheses. The role of the auxiliary hypotheses is to protect the core theory. 
Thus, they are subject to modification and even rejection and replacement in 
order to keep data from overturning the core theory. The idea of a research 
program explains the tendency of scientists to cling to their main theory in 
light of seemingly adverse data while at the same time accounting for their 
ability to make appropriate theoretical adjustments. 

Murphy thinks that it is very fruitful to interpret the task of theology 
as a research program as well. The core of the theological research program 
should contain the theologian’s judgment about how to sum up the essential 
minimum of the relevant community’s faith—perhaps revolving around the 
trinitarian nature of God, God’s holiness, and God’s revelation in Jesus. The 
next step is to develop auxiliary hypotheses to be explained by the core and 
whose future modification could help protect the core. The third step, if the- 
ology is to be genuinely parallel to science, is for the theologian to seek data 
that help confirm the core theory and the auxiliary hypotheses. The data 
describe a range of religious experiences (e.g, humility, love, meekness, spir- 
itual appetite, communal support). 

One might describe Murphy as looking for parallels between religion 
and science primarily by making theology more objective, whereas followers 
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of Kuhn do it by making science more subjective. But the question arises: 
Why would we want to adapt a scientific method for theology (or, perhaps, 
adapt theology to a scientific method, depending on one’s perspective)? The 
point of the method Lakatos recommends is that of providing an objective 
decision procedure for choosing between competing conceptual schemes or 
research programs. Those large-scale theories that generate new, confirm- 
able data are progressive; those that fail to do so are degenerative. Obviously, 
theology faces a diversity of theoretical positions—Christian and non-Chris- 
tian—that vie for acceptance. How do we decide among them? Murphy would 
answer that the respective religious research programs should project novel 
and important facts about human experience that can be objectively verified. 
Confirmation of the empirical claims that follow from these research pro- 
grams would provide support for the research programs. Conversely, should 
the empirical claims be disconfirmed or encounter serious anomalies, the re- 
search program would seem to be degenerative rather than progressive. This 
would mean, at the very least, that some auxiliary hypotheses would need to 
be introduced to make the research program progressive again or, at the very 
most, that the program should be abandoned. Much more needs to be dis- 
cussed before arriving at a final assessment of Murphy’s proposal. However, 
we may say at this point that she envisions a positive relation between the 
methods of theology and science, a relation that reflects the fact that both can 
exhibit critical objectivity that makes for intersubjective testing. 

Instead of arguing that religion is like science, philosopher of science 
Holmes Rolston (b. 1932) argues that science is like religion in an impor- 
tant respect. Explaining that the role of personal involvement is coming to 
be recognized in science, he then points out parallels to the nature of per- 
sonal involvement in religion. While the methods of both religion and sci- 
ence call for personal involvement, Rolston admits that the distinct aim of 
personal involvement in religion is the reformation and reorientation of 
the person.” In modern times, the emergence of both relativity physics and 
quantum physics has supplied an interesting case study for those looking 
for parallels with religion. Although the relationship between relativity and 
quantum theories may be debated, both theories force a reconsideration of 
the status of the observer in science. Traditional conceptions envision the 
observer in science separate from the object of observation. However, in de- 
veloping an adequate quantum theory, Werner Heisenberg (1901-1976) and 
others asserted that the very act of observation itself influences the outcome 
of the observation, that the observer is somehow involved with the data. The 
Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle states that the more precisely we deter- 
mine the location of an electron, the less precisely we can determine its ve- 
locity, and vice versa. This is because light must be used, say, to determine 
position, but even one photon of light alters the velocity of the electron.” 
Relativity theory also assumes personal involvement when it asserts that the 
most fundamental measurements—such as mass, velocity, and length of an 
object—depend on the frame of reference of the observer.’ For example, a 
moving object appears much shorter in the direction of motion, although it 
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is the other objects that appear compressed when viewed from the moving 
object itself. All of this accents the intimate tie between—indeed, the insepa- 
rability of—the observer and the observed, the seeker and reality.” 

As we can see, exciting advances made in both science and the philos- 
ophy of science put considerable pressure on the old dichotomy between re- 
ligion as deeply subjective and science as totally objective by showing the 
personal and communal features of the scientific enterprise. However, the 
dichotomy also came under pressure from some writers who insisted that 
it is not accurate to typecast religion as essentially subjective. We can, for 
example, interpret religion as having its own data for public consideration, 
much as science does. Its data include religious experience, rituals, and scrip- 
tural texts. Furthermore, theology can approach its distinct explanatory task 
with a premium placed on the conceptual criteria of coherence, comprehen- 
siveness, and fruitfulness, which are criteria also employed in the scientific 
evaluation of empirical theories. 

Still another factor that reveals methodological parallels between the- 
ology and science is the use of models in each discipline. As Ian Barbour 
shows in Myths, Models, and Paradigms, religion employs metaphors and 
models much as science employs them to help imagine what is not directly 
observable.* A model, for present purposes, is an imaginative mental con- 
struct of what something is or how it functions; it is thought to make ob- 
served phenomena more understandable. According to Barbour, 


A model is usually an imagined mechanism or process, which is postu- 
lated by analogy with familiar mechanisms or processes. ...[I]ts chief use is 
to help one understand the world, not simply to make predictions.... Like a 
mathematical model, it is a symbolic representation of a physical system, but 
it differs in its intent to represent the underlying structure of the world. It is 
used to develop a theory which in some sense explains the phenomena.** 


Clear instances of models in practiced religion as well as professional the- 
ology are not difficult to find. 

Feminist theologian Sallie McFague (b. 1933) discusses some of the prom- 
inent models in the Christian community, models that arise from human ex- 
perience and help us understand certain aspects of the divine. She analyzes 
three personal models: God as Mother (representing nurture and care), God as 
Lover (representing the divine passion toward humanity), and God as Friend 
(representing a reciprocal bond between God and the believer).* Again, such 
studies of religion help show that it has more structure and is more objective 
than common stereotypes allow and, furthermore, that its structure and ob- 
jectivity are parallel to elements detected in the scientific quest. 


ATTEMPTS AT INTEGRATION 


Although a dialogue model looks healthier and more promising than the 
previous two models, some thinkers hold that religion and science are ca- 
pable of a more unified, organic relationship. They contend that some sort of 
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integration between the two fields is not only possible but necessary if we are 
to achieve a unified and comprehensive understanding of reality. Barbour 
identifies three different versions of integration between the content of the- 
ology and the content of science: natural theology, theology of nature, and sys- 
tematic synthesis. 

Traditional natural theology reasons from the existence of the cosmos it- 
self and from evidence of order in nature to the existence of God. As we 
saw in Chapter 5, natural theologians construct arguments based on human 
reason rather than on sacred revelation or religious experience. Perhaps the 
most widely popular piece of natural theology is the teleological argument 
in its various forms.” As discussed in Chapter 5, the Anthropic Principle, 
based on a wealth of new scientific findings, is often employed to formulate 
a contemporary version of the teleological argument.” Thus, new theories 
and findings in science sometimes provide fresh grist for the mill in natural 
theology. While the aims and methods of natural theology differ from those of 
empirical science, there is a sense in which they are interested in giving their 
respective types of explanations of the same objects. This means that natural 
theology may be seen as one form of integration between the content of sci- 
ence and the content of theology. 

A different kind of integration of religion and science is attempted by 
those thinkers interested in articulating a theology of nature. Unlike natural 
theology, a theology of nature does not start from science and then construct 
an argument for a divine being. A theology of nature uses the content of sci- 
ence to tutor, reformulate, and reinterpret traditional theological doctrines, 
rather than to argue for the existence of God. Within the Christian intel- 
lectual community, for example, the doctrines of creation, providence, and 
human nature are affected in fascinating and important ways by the most 
influential scientific theories. 

Arthur Peacocke (1924-2006) understands that science now characterizes 
nature as dynamic and evolutionary, with a long history of emergent novelty 
brought about by the interplay of chance and law. This is markedly different 
from the traditional picture of nature as hierarchically ordered, somewhat 
static, inhabiting the absolute containers of space and time. Explaining the 
new scientific picture of things theologically, he says that “the natural causal 
creative nexus of events is itself God’s creative action.”** Many see Peacocke’s 
approach as opening the door for a closer relationship between religion and 
the most current science than seems possible in natural theology because it 
interprets the objects of science (entities and processes in the physical world, 
even characterized in a general way) as mediating God’s presence and ac- 
tivity in the world. 

A third version of integration, quite distinct from natural theology and 
the theology of nature, is systematic synthesis. A systematic synthesis would 
incorporate key theological themes and basic scientific insights into a total 
worldview. In fact, a worldview should address all knowledge from all dis- 
ciplines and the common data of human experience, and it should do so in 
a way that is consistent, coherent, comprehensive, and provides a general 
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understanding of everything, how it all relates, and what it is all about. 
The classical understanding of “universe” is that all things are part of “one 
truth”—or, better, that all truths fit together. A worldview, then, is a kind of 
fundamental framework that serves to fit all truths together in relationship. 

The process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) is a 
modern example of a worldview that seeks to harmonize religion and sci- 
ence to tell us more about the nature of reality than these two disciplines 
separately could tell us. Whitehead developed his comprehensive metaphysical 
system by showing how the aims of religion and science coalesce in pursuit 
of a larger, more comprehensive aim, how each field has important insight 
into the nature of the objects that populate reality, and how the fruits of their 
methods have taught us new, all-encompassing themes for understanding the 
universe. 

Rejecting both the medieval view of nature as fixed, hierarchical, and 
teleological (directed toward rational ends), as well as the Newtonian view 
of the continual rearrangement of matter according to deterministic laws 
operating within absolute space and time, Whitehead appeals to post-New- 
tonian developments in science to articulate a picture of nature as evolu- 
tionary, dynamic, characterized by continually giving rise to new events. 
The new understanding of reality replaces ideas of deterministic processes 
with concepts of chance, randomness, and even chaos—meaning that na- 
ture is open, relational, ecological, and interdependent. Reality has come to 
be seen as constituted by events and relationships, rather than by separate 
substances and their operations. The genius of Whitehead’s philosophy is 
that it presents a systematic metaphysical interpretation of reality consistent 
with the evolutionary view of nature since the late nineteenth century. In 
what has come to be known as process philosophy—as well as its offspring, 
process theology—God interacts with creatures to persuade them to freely 
choose his aims as the world develops. 


THEISTIC EVOLUTION AND THE SCIENCE—RELIGION DEBATE 


Theistic evolution is another attempt at integrating science and religion. 
Theistic evolution—which sees no conflict between the tenets of theism 
and the facts of evolution—has always been an option for informed theists. 
Much attention, of course, centers on biological evolution as a key area of 
science. Theism is accepted on philosophical and theological grounds; evo- 
lution, both cosmic and biological, is accepted on scientific grounds. The 
point is usually made that God has provided various ways—including the 
sciences—for knowing the details and operations of his universe, details 
that theology simply cannot not supply. Of course, science is always incom- 
plete but always advancing, such that the theist need only accept whatever 
science seems reasonably well confirmed. 

Although the position of theistic evolution has been around almost since 
evolution began to be considered a well-confirmed scientific viewpoint, 
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contemporary advocates seem to be increasing in numbers and in sophisti- 
cation. Advocates include scientists such as Kenneth Miller (b. 1948) Simon 
Conway Morris (b. 1951), and Joan Roughgarden (b. 1946). Francis Collins 
(b. 1950) is a highly noted theistic evolutionist who was formerly the head of 
the Human Genome Project, founded the BioLogos Foundation, and, as of 
this writing, serves as Director of the National Institutes of Health. Collins 
debated Dawkins in a Time magazine joint interview, arguing that “God's 
creative power... brought it all into being in the first place.”” It is interesting 
that many members of the American Scientific Affiliation embrace theistic 
evolution, although the organization officially endorses no particular view- 
point regarding evolution. 

Philosopher Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) has articulated his own position 
on theistic evolution. We summarize his case here in three phases. First, he 
offers an argument for the compatibility between theism and biological evo- 
lution (understood as claims regarding an ancient earth, common ancestry, 
descent with modification, random mutation, and what Darwin described 
as natural selection). Critics of theism—the New Atheists among them—in 
effect maintain that two claims are incompatible: that there is a God and that 
evolution involves chance or random mutations that have been winnowed 
by natural selection. So, for these nontheistic thinkers, an evolutionary ex- 
planation of the world makes explanation by reference to divine guidance or 
design completely unnecessary. Plantinga points out that philosophical nat- 
uralism clearly implies that there is no God and no divine guidance of the 
world but that evolutionary science by itself does not carry this implication: 


Naturalism and evolutionary theory together imply the denial of divine de- 
sign; but evolutionary theory by itself doesn’t have that implication. It is only 
evolutionary science combined with naturalism that implies this denial. Since 
naturalism all by itself has this implication, it is no surprise that when you 
conjoin it with science or, as far as that goes, anything else—the complete 
works of William E. McGonagall or the Farmer’s Almanac, or the Apostles’ 
Creed—the conjunction will also have this implication.” 


This helps clarify the further point that theistic concepts can indeed fit with 
chance and randomness at the biological level, although theism is clearly in- 
compatible with the attribution of purposeless at the cosmic level. To assert 
chance at the cosmic level, of course, is to maintain that the existence of the 
universe is an accident, a brute fact, and that it is certainly not brought about 
by God. 

Key to Plantinga’s argument is the claim that it is possible (i.e., not log- 
ically impossible) that God guided the course of evolution to produce the 
kind of creatures he wanted." This statement does not have to be true, only 
possible, to show that there is no logical incompatibility between theism 
and evolution. This defense of the logical consistency of theism and evo- 
lution prevents an atheistic conclusion from being drawn simply from the 
increasingly strong confirmation of evolutionary science. The reader will 
find Plantinga’s strategy here similar to his Free Will Defense discussed in 
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Chapter 9: to show that two propositions, p and q, are not logically incompat- 
ible, we can find a third proposition, r, that is consistent with p and entails q. 
In the present context, p is the proposition that God exists, q is the proposi- 
tion that Darwinian evolution is true, and r is the claim that God guided the 
course of evolution. 

Second, let us consider a further argument that Plantinga advances to 
compare the probability of two rival hypotheses, given what we know of 
evolution: one that evolution is guided (theism) and the other that evolution 
is unguided (naturalism). What is the likelihood of the complexity of the 
world coming to be by guided evolution as opposed to by unguided evo- 
lution? To compare these two hypotheses, let D be the proposition that the 
variety of the living world has come to be by Darwinian processes, E the 
relevant biological evidence, G the proposition that evolution is guided, and 
U the proposition that evolution is unguided. Then, given that God could 
have brought about living things by Darwinian natural selection, made the 
right mutations to occur at the right time, and so forth, surely, P(D/E&G) is 
not terribly low. This is the likelihood of D given the conjunction of E and 
G. Again, randomness in the physical world is compatible with divine guid- 
ance. However, Plantinga argues that, given what we know of the staggering 
complexity of the living cell, together with what we know of mutation rates, 
the age of the earth, population sizes, and so forth, it is reasonable to esti- 
mate that P(D/E&U) is extremely low, perhaps orders of magnitude lower 
that P(D/E&G).” Put in the converse: it is much more likely that the facts 
of the living world developed through guided evolution than through un- 
guided evolution. So, in the irreconcilable clash between the worldviews of 
theism and naturalism, theism makes the course of evolution more under- 
standable, more predictable. 

But Plantinga offers yet another argument relative to what is at its core 
a worldview controversy, an argument that he has been making for years 
and that can now be included in his larger case for the logical compatibility 
of theism and evolution: that evolutionary naturalism is self-defeating or 
self-undercutting. In other words, Plantinga argues that evolution conjoined 
with naturalism provides an epistemic defeater for the naturalism. One can- 
not rationally accept both naturalism and evolutionary science. This argu- 
ment, reminiscent of a similar argument by C. S. Lewis,“ has probative force, 
Plantinga contends, for anyone who sees that the probability is low that, in 
a universe described by evolutionary naturalism, there would come to be 
reliable cognitive faculties—reliable in delivering mostly true beliefs. This 
is because Darwinian evolution only concerns “behavior” that has survival 
value, not “belief.” But if it is not likely that Darwinian evolution would pro- 
duce reliable rational faculties, then its conjunction with naturalism, the be- 
lief that there is no God, implies that the probability is low that our rational 
faculties are reliable. But we have to assume that our rational faculties are 
reliable; otherwise we cannot believe that we hold any belief rationally. So 
Plantinga insists that the real clash is between contemporary science and 
philosophical naturalism! 
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To briefly summarize the argument, let N be naturalism, E current evo- 
lutionary theory, and R the proposition that our cognitive faculties are reli- 
able. We then get: 


1. P(R/N&E) is low. 


2. One who accepts N&E and also sees that (1) is true has a defeater for 
R. 


3. This defeater can't be defeated. 


4, One who has a defeater for R has a defeater for any belief she takes to 
be produced by her cognitive faculties, including N&E. 


Therefore: 


5. N&E is self-defeating and can't rationally be accepted.“ 


So, N&E provides an undefeated and undefeatable defeater for rationality, 
for the assumption that our rational faculties are generally truth-producing. 
So, this is clearly a defeater for the belief in the conjunction of naturalism and 
evolution. Any belief that produces this radically unacceptable result must be 
rejected: naturalism must be rejected. Remember that Plantinga has already 
argued that theism and evolution together do not produce this unacceptable 
result. God’s guidance of evolution could well include his bringing it about 
that we have reliable rational faculties. We should note that Plantinga’s ar- 
gument legitimately assumes that naturalism in almost all forms embraces 
materialism regarding the nature of persons and minds. For materialism, 
a belief is an event or structure in the nervous system. It is worth studying 
Plantinga’s more detailed explanation of the difficulties in understanding 
how beliefs that have physical properties (e.g, of being brain states involving 
certain neurons, etc.) with adaptive success can also have the mental proper- 
ties of content and truth; but we cannot pursue this here.” 

Framing the issue, as Plantinga does, to be about the possible conjunc- 
tion of a worldview and scientific facts does seem to be a kind of progress. A 
comprehensive, fundamental worldview purports to provide a larger con- 
text for science and its findings as well as to explain other important fea- 
tures of reality and human experience. So, clearly, we now know that much 
of the dispute is going to be about how well the competing worldviews 
perform their explanatory functions. Interestingly, Dawkins, Dennett, and 
others can actually be interpreted as saying not simply that naturalism can 
be conjoined with evolution but that the intimate connection between them 
makes for an integrated, total point of view. Of course, if evolutionary natu- 
ralism is self-defeating, then this integrated point of view is not philosoph- 
ically viable. Not calling in a final verdict on Plantinga’s incompatibility 
argument, we must note that many atheistic naturalists claim a connection 
between naturalism and science—and particularly between naturalism 
and evolutionary science—that is more intimate that mere conjunction. 

Atheist philosopher Michael Ruse (b. 1940), for instance, contends in The 
Darwinian Paradigm that a total outlook can be constituted by a naturalistic 
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worldview that is shaped by the more specific facts of Darwinian science. He 
claims that Darwinism has much to say about “the traditional questions of 
philosophy: What can I know? What should I do?...I think that the fact that 
we are modified monkeys rather than the special creation of a good god on 
the Sixth Day must speak both to epistemology...and to ethics... “$ For Ruse 
and many others, naturalism and evolutionary science resonate with one an- 
other in a conceptually powerful way that allows a total, combined world- 
view to be formed. It appears that Ruse “ups the ante” in the debate with the 
theistic evolutionists who advance the more modest claim that there simply is 
no internal logical conflict involved in their position on theistic evolution. 

To talk of a deeper integration between evolution and the naturalistic 
worldview is to raise the prospect of whether such deep integration is pos- 
sible between evolution and the theistic worldview. John Polkinghorne (b, 
1930), former physicist and Anglican theologian, perhaps provides one of 
the most sophisticated articulations of a more holistic view that integrates 
theism and evolution. However, in all of his writings, he is quite clear that 
theism—what we have variously labeled classical theism, restricted theism, 
and the like—is not itself rich and complex enough to enter into an intimate 
philosophical outlook with evolutionary science. In a way reminiscent of 
Marilyn Adams's (b. 1943) call for the full panoply of Christian doctrine to 
be explored in answering the problem of evil, Polkinghorne contends that 
classical Christian doctrines are essential for developing the most informed, 
cogent, comprehensive worldview that involves evolution—a worldview 
that Polkinghorne would claim is more conceptually compelling and more 
fruitful than evolutionary naturalism. He has explored how the doctrine of 
Creation relates to the contingency and knowability of the physical world, 
how the relational nature of the Godhead suggested by the doctrine of 
the Trinity resonates with the relational aspects of the physical world as 
brought to light by contemporary science, and many other intimate concep- 
tual ties between science and Christian faith.” Presented in this way, the 
dispute concerns which worldview provides a better explanation for—put 
differently, a better philosophical “home” for—science (including the facts 
of evolution) as well as the rest of human knowledge and experience. 


INSIGHTS 


How one conceives of the aims, objects, and methods of these two important 
areas of human endeavor—science and religion—determines which model 
seems to best describe their relationship: conflict, independence, dialogue, or 
integration. Many thinkers are moving away from conceptions of the aims, 
objects, and methods of religion and science that lead either to outright con- 
flict or to utter independence. There is increasing interest in the intellectual 
arena in some form of dialogue or integration. This shift seems correctly 
rooted in a fundamental intuition that the different areas of human expe- 
rience should fit together somehow, in meaningful dialogue or even in an 
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all-encompassing vision of everything. We can rest assured that scholarly 
interest in this endeavor is so high that there will be no shortage of creative 
new proposals in the foreseeable future. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Try to characterize the four different views presented here regarding the rela- 
tionship of religion and science. Explore the basis presented for each view. 


2. The relation of religion and science is very complex. On one level, it is a philo- 
sophical issue; on another level, it is a political or institutional one. Explore what 
this statement might mean. Use the Galileo affair and the creation—-evolution 
debate as starting points. 


3. For centuries, theological inquiry has been conducted with an awareness of the 
contribution of Newton to our scientific understanding of the world. Do some 
reading about Einstein’s relativity theory and then engage in your own specu- 
lation about how it might affect the way theology is “done” in our time. Do the 
same for quantum mechanics. 


4, Are there significant differences between the natural and the social sciences? 
Begin to think about this by trying to identify the methods, aims, and objects of the 
social sciences and distinguishing them from those of the natural sciences. 


5. This chapter discusses the relationship between theology and natural science. 
How do you think a discussion of the relationship between theology and social 
science might proceed? 


6. Explore the idea that science as we know it necessitates that we make certain 
assumptions about the structure of reality. What do you think of the suggestion 
that the assumptions found within the Judeo-Christian worldview are more 
conducive to science than those found in other major religious worldviews? 
Other nonreligious worldviews? 


7. Select one school of thought that tends to see religion and science as completely 
independent or compartmentalized. Construct an argument for the merits of 
the position. Then construct an argument against the position. 


8. Many forms of theism assert that God created a world order that operates accord- 
ing to general physical laws. Explore the suggestion that some of those natural 
laws are contained in the theory of biological evolution, which some people find 
so controversial. Explore. 


9. Why do you think the movement called Intelligent Design, or ID, attracts some 
religious believers? What are the differences between ID (discussed in this 
chapter as well as Chapter 5) and the more traditional forms of teleological ar- 
gument discussed in Chapter 5? 


10. Describe the New Atheism as an intellectual and cultural phenomenon in cur- 
rent society. To what extent is it based on science? To what extent is it philosoph- 
ical? How does it relate philosophy and science? 


11. Rehearse and evaluate Alvin Plantinga’s case for the compatibility of science 
and religion. 
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12. What might be the difference between a model of the relationship between re- 
ligion and science that posits inherent conflict between them and a dialogue 
model or integration model that still might allow for potential conflicts? 
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CHAPTER 14 


RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY 


How Can We Understand Differences 
Among Religions? 





A Zen Buddhist gives the following description of his religious experi- 
ence and beliefs: 


Reached a white heat today... Monitors whacked me time and again... their 
energetic stick wielding is no longer an annoyance but a spur... 

Atnext dokusan [the roshi or Zen master] again asked for Mu." Quickly 
raised my hand as though to smack him. Didn't intend to really hit him, but 
the roshi, taking no chances, ducked... How exhilarating these unpremed- 
itated movements—clean and free... 

... Didn't intend to tell Roshi of my insight, but as soon as I came before 
him he demanded: “What happened last night?”...[H]e began quizzing 
me: “Where do you see Mu?... How old is Mu?...” Threw myself into Mu 
for another nine hours with such utter absorption that I completely van- 
ished.... I didn’t eat breakfast, Mu did. I didn’t sweep and wash the floors 
after breakfast, Mu did. I didn’t eat lunch, Mu ate.... 

Hawklike, the roshi scrutinized me as I entered his room, walked to- 
ward him, prostrated myself, and sat before him with my mind alert and 
exhilarated... 

“The universe is One,” he began, each word tearing into my mind 
like a bullet. “The moon of Truth—.” All at once the roshi, the room, every 
single thing disappeared in a dazzling stream of illumination and I felt 
myself bathed in a delicious, unspeakable delight... For a fleeting eternity I 
was alone—I alone was... 

“I have it! I know! There is nothing, absolutely nothing. I am every- 
thing and everything is nothing!” I exclaimed more to myself than to the 
roshi, and got up and walked out...” 


The religious beliefs and practices expressed by this Zen Buddhist seem 
worlds apart from those associated with Western religions. Yet he takes these 
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beliefs as true and this way of religious life as fulfilling. But if his beliefs dif- 
fer in significant ways from others’ religious beliefs, can all these beliefs be 
true? If so, what are the implications of this for understanding what Reality 
is like? If not, how do we decide which are true and which not? In short, how 
are we to understand and interpret diverse religious claims? 


RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY 


In our complex world, we cannot affirm conscientiously one particular reli- 
gious perspective and merely ignore the others. Modern communications, 
tourism, educational exchange, immigration, and international business 
have produced a cultural integration that is a hallmark of the new millen- 
nium. Diversity and plurality are its bywords. Yet contact among diverse 
religions is not a new phenomenon. The major religions never existed in 
complete isolation from other religions; their origins and development in- 
tertwine. Judaism developed its unique particularism amid numerous 
Semitic religions; Christianity grew out of Judaism; Islam later developed 
Arabic traditions in contact with both. Hinduism amalgamated the thought 
and practices of Aryan invaders with the Dravidic religion indigenous to 
India. Buddhism arose in reaction to Hindu ascetic culture and developed in 
China through interaction with both Confucianism and Daoism. And what 
is true of the major religions applies even more to the sects or religions that 
grew out of them: Bahá'í out of Islam; Mormonism, Christian Science, and 
Unitarianism from Christianity; Unificationism out of Korean Protestantism, 
Neo-Confucianism, and Buddhism; Sikhism out of Hinduism and Islam. 

From a purely historical point of view, then, one should not think of 
religions in isolationist terms. Some even argue that we could construct not 
only an integrated history of the individual religions, but perhaps also a ge- 
neric history of religious faith and practice.* Such an account would look 
very different from that found in standard religion texts, which devote dis- 
tinct chapters to individual religions, their history, personages, beliefs, and 
practices. It would be a history that elicits how the actual beliefs and prac- 
tices of one religion influenced those of other faiths. It might contain, for 
example, a tale about a wealthy prince who renounces his worldly power 
and goes off to live in ascetic poverty, a story that originates in Hinduism or 
Jainism, is passed down through Buddhism, Manichaeism, and Islam, and 
finally is Christianized to play a role in the Christian religious experience 
of Tolstoy. Or it might trace a religious practice like the use of prayer beads 
from Buddhism through Islam to Catholicism.* 

Neither can we ignore the similarities in the practices, rituals, and beliefs of 
the various religions. Many religious ceremonies use candles and incense and 
include offerings of various sorts to the gods; Hindus and Christians eat a di- 
vine meal; Muslims, Hindus, Jains, and Sikhs remove footwear before entering 
places of worship. As for beliefs, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are monotheis- 
tic; most religions believe in spiritual beings influencing human affairs; avatars 
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(physical incarnations of deity) play an important role in Christianity and 
Hinduism; the Golden Rule is prominent in Confucianism and Christianity. 

But notable differences exist as well. Theravada Buddhism is nonthe- 
istic; Vedantic Hindus believe that Ultimate Reality (Brahman) is a nondual 
Absolute, lacking any distinctions. Orthodox Christianity is trinitarian and 
Hinduism polytheistic, whereas Islam and Judaism are strictly monotheistic. 
We could go on, but a detailed study of comparative religions lies beyond 
the scope of our book. Our point is simply that the various religions make 
similar and different truth-claims, and this raises the fundamental question 
of this chapter: How should advocates of one religion profess the truths of 
their religion and approach the truth-claims of another religion? 

Our question is often misunderstood. We are not asking how an advo- 
cate of one religion should approach an advocate of another religion, but how 
one should approach what another person advocates. On the one hand, to 
ask how we should approach the truth-claims found in other religions is an 
epistemological question about what beliefs it is rational to hold and an onto- 
logical question about what really exists. Answers to these questions require 
that we consider the truth-claims of the various religions. The questioner 
seeks to understand sympathetically other persons’ religious claims, to in- 
terpret what they mean and what significance they have for believers’ lives, 
and to evaluate critically their alleged truth. On the other hand, to ask how 
we should approach other persons is a moral question. Advocates of other 
religions should be treated, at the very least, as the ethics of our religion de- 
mand persons should be treated. Often words like tolerance, understanding, 
caring, friendship, respect, and compassion dominate such discussions. 

It is sometimes forgotten that evaluating persons’ truth-claims and mor- 
ally relating to persons are separate issues. Thus, some suggest that unless 
we adopt the relativist claim that whatever persons think is correct is correct 
for them and renounce any belief that religious truths can be evaluated in- 
tersubjectively and interculturally, we are being intolerant of persons from 
different religions. They then trot out the blemishes of religion—jihads, cru- 
sades, terrorism, inquisitions, and pogroms. 

We should not ignore the wrongs that believers have done in the name 
of their religion; they were and are deplorable—whether committed in 
Amritsar, Baghdad, Beirut, Belfast, Jerusalem, Kashmir, Sarajevo, or Jos. But 
we should not mistakenly infer that statements about how we should treat 
those with whom we disagree follow directly from epistemological claims 
about the truths or falsehoods they hold. Nor should it imply anything about 
the legitimacy of disagreement. Tolerance of and openness to others does 
not mean that we must agree with what they believe or think. Otherwise, 
rational discussion about disagreements would be morally intolerable. 


EXCLUSIVISM 


Philosophical approaches to religious diversity can be classified under three 
broad headings: exclusivism, pluralism, and inclusivism.° Some writers suggest 
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other classifications, but even these often use either this basic framework or 
similar typologies to structure the discussion.° For the exclusivist, all humans 
face the same serious predicament that needs to be addressed. Salvation, lib- 
eration, human fulfillment, or whatever else one considers as resolving that 
predicament is found solely in or through one particular religion. Although 
all religions contain truths, one religion, in its central beliefs, exclusively and 
accurately describes both the predicament and what we need to address it. 
The central teachings of other religions fail in this regard and hence are not 
efficacious with regard to the identified predicament. The effect of this is that 
adherents of other religions, although sincere in their piety and upright in 
their moral conduct, cannot resolve the predicament through their religions. 
To be saved or liberated, they need to learn about, acknowledge the truths of, 
and appropriate the unique way. The unique salvific or liberative structure 
specified by this religion is both ontologically necessary (the objective condi- 
tions for addressing the human predicament must really be in place) and ep- 
istemically necessary (those seeking salvation/liberation must know about the 
conditions) for addressing the predicament. Beliefs of this sort help explain 
religious evangelistic fervor and missionary zeal. 

Exclusivists who have thought carefully about their view defend it on 
the grounds that religions make some incompatible truth-claims, especially 
claims central to the human predicament and its resolution. But incompat- 
ible truth-claims cannot both be true. Hence, where they contradict, at least 
one claim must be false. This might be termed doctrinal exclusivism: the 
central doctrines of one religion are mostly true while contradictory claims 
in other religions are mostly false. Because religious doctrines frequently 
connect with salvation, if one religion’s doctrines about salvation are mostly 
correct, those that contradict them are incorrect. 

Some discussions of exclusivism speak of believing that only one reli- 
gion is true. For philosophers this is misleading, because typically they hold. 
that individual propositions are what are true or false, and they are true 
insofar as they correspond with reality. However, if one takes a pragmatic 
view of truth, where truth is understood in terms of what works or succeeds, 
then one can talk about religions being true. For example, Keith Yandell (b. 
1938) notes that “A religion proposes a diagnosis of a deep, crippling spirit- 
ual disease universal to non-divine sentience and offers a cure. A particular 
religion is true if its diagnosis is correct and its cure is efficacious.” When 
we use the term “true religion,” we will be using it in the sense specified by 
Yandell. . 

One example of a Christian exclusivist is the Protestant theologian Karl 
Barth (1886-1968), who contrasts religion with revelation. Religion stands 
opposed to faith as the defiant, arrogant, human endeavor pitted against 
the revelation of God. Religion is our impossible and sinful attempt to un- 
derstand God from our viewpoint and to overcome by our own efforts our 
estrangement from God. Religion is impossible because only God can ac- 
complish reconciliation; religion is sinful because it replaces God with some- 
thing we have made and hence is idolatry.* Salvation comes only through 
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the authentic revelation of God, in which God shows and gives himself to | 


us. Because attempts to save ourselves are doomed to failure, it is critical 
that we discover the locus of the divine salvific initiative. Once we discover 
where God has truly revealed his unique purposes, it would be folly to go 
elsewhere for salvation.’ 

Barth does not deny that other religions contain truths, high moral ide- 
als, and aesthetic values, or that their adherents are moral or sincere. Indeed, 
Barth denies that Christianity is the true religion in the sense that it is the 
climax or fulfillment of all human religion. However, because of the unique- 
ness of Jesus Christ, Christianity is the locus of true religion. In the event of 
Jesus Christ, God uniquely provides and reveals the means for our reconcili- 
ation with God. Revelation not only destroys religion; it creates true religion. 
Thus, even Christians must realize the inadequacy of their own religion 
when viewed outside of grace and revelation. 

Exclusivism is not a distinctly Christian phenomenon; many religions 
have exclusivistic tendencies. For example, Islam has a long tradition of ex- 
clusivism.”° Muslims hold that although the prophets of pre-Islamic religions 
are authoritative and to be respected, their revelations were incomplete 
and often misinterpreted. Mohammed is the true and final prophet of God, 
whose “teachings are absolutely perfect;...the only source for anyone to 
know about God and His system of life is Muhammad (peace be on him). 
God has spoken through him in a unique way. Only in the Koran are God’s 
words unmixed with human words; only here are God’s words addressed 
not to a particular people but to all humankind, and only the Koran con- 
tains everything needed for right living. “It is because of these special fea- 
tures of the Koran that all people of the world have been directed to believe 
in it. They have been told to give up all other books and follow it alone.”” 
However, people of the book (non-Muslims whose religion centers around a 
revealed scripture), in particular, Christians and Jews, are to be tolerated be- 
cause of their worship of God and belief in a final judgment.* 

Buddhism also contains exclusivist themes. Ascribed to the Buddha 
is the text, “In whatever doctrine and discipline the noble eightfold path is 
not found, therein also is not found the monk of the first degree, nor the 
monk of the second degree,...and in whatever doctrine and discipline the 
noble eightfold path is found, therein also are found the monk of the first 
degree and the monk of the second degree... Now in this Doctrine and 
Discipline the noble eightfold path is found: and therein alone are found 
the monk of the first degree and the monk of the second degree... Destitute 
of true monks are all other creeds.” In effect, the Buddhist eightfold path 
is essential for resolving the human predicament. Similarly, the twentieth- 
century Buddhist scholar Gunapala Dharmasiri advances exclusivist themes. 
Adopting a realist approach to religion, Dharmasiri holds that religions make 
truth-claims that can be rationally assessed. He devotes one of his important 
books to assessing the rational inadequacy of Christian theological and phil- 
osophical notions of the soul, God, divine properties, revelation, and moral 
notions.» “For him, the non-rational, false beliefs of Christians arise from 
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craving and ignorance and result in attachments.”” In an exclusivist vein, he 
holds that Buddhist truths and morality are superior to the false ideas found 
in Christianity. 


CRITIQUE OF EXCLUSIVISM 


Many find it difficult to believe that the faithful of other religions are doomed 
because they have not heard the truths of a given religion and sought salva- 
tion or liberation in the prescribed manner. People who live morally upright 
or profoundly righteous lives or are devoted to God and to others abound in 
all religions. They provide living evidence that their religion can deliver on 
its promise to transform humans. Have they failed on the ground that they 
do not acknowledge a particular religious mediator, follow someone’s teach- 
ings or practices, or conceive of God in a particular manner? It is unjust for 
God to condemn a person who has never heard or is unable to understand or 
be persuaded about what is necessary for salvation. 

In reply, it should be noted that not all exclusivists are committed to 
God’s condemnation of people who in this life never encountered the true 
doctrines of the one salvific or liberative religion. Some exclusivists believe 
that a loving and just God will provide opportunities for persons to hear 
and understand the message of salvation after their death, so that ultimately 
all will have an equal opportunity for salvation.” Salvation depends not on 
the availability of or exposure to the message but on a person’s knowledge- 
able acceptance." Only after providing this opportunity will God impose 
judgment on those who continue to disbelieve the truth. 

Others object to exclusivism on the grounds that a God who truly desires 
that all persons come to know, love, and worship him would not narrowly 
bind his revelation solely to a particular time, way, person, community, or 
culture. Just as advertisers tailor their message to different audiences, so an 
infinite God can speak in diverse ways to different cultures, adapting his 
message to that culture’s motifs and thought patterns. Diverse revelations 
contain different characteristics and thoughts because they are expressed in 
diverse cultural dresses. Thus, religion need not pit human creative reason 
against divine revelation but might embody diverse perceptions of the di- 
vine revelation or salvific truth. Barth presupposes that there is only one 
revelation; hence, he can contrast all religion with that revelation. But this 
presupposition might be questioned, given both an infinite God capable of 
communicating in different forms and individuals who claim either to have 
received divine revelations or to be that revelation. 


EXCLUSIVISM AND JUSTIFIED BELIEF 


In the face of these objections, the critical question is whether exclusivists can 
be justified in holding that their position is the only true position, or whether 
exclusivism is a sign of arrogance. First, the fact that many people hold a 
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specific belief does not mean that their belief is correct. For example, that 
many people in certain societies entertain racist views does not entail that 
racism is a correct view. Religious diversity among cultures only shows that 
our environment (birthplace, parents, upbringing, and community) strongly 
influences what we believe, not that those beliefs are justified or true. What 
gives the thoughtful exclusivist pause, then, is not the existence of diverse 
opinions, but that seemingly sincere persons who have carefully considered 
their own faith and that of others and believe their view to be justified advo- 
cate different religious perspectives. 

Second, it is important to note that mere diversity of religious beliefs 
poses no problem for the exclusivist. Disagreement among people does not 
mean that those who disagree, whatever their side, are unjustified in hold- 
ing their views. The disputants may have good reasons for thinking their 
view is correct and that of their opponents incorrect. Indeed, this is often 
the case when we disagree with other persons and attempt to show they are 
mistaken; we believe we are correct (even though we may be mistaken) and 
would be foolish to advocate persuasively a view that we don’t think is cor- 
rect. Further, the disputants may even agree that their opponents are justi- 
fied in holding their own position and still believe that the opponents’ views 
are incorrect, for having justified views does not entail that those views are 
true. That someone is justified in believing that a food is poisonous does not 
mean that it really is poisonous. 

Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) argues that it is perfectly justifiable for believ- 
ers to maintain their exclusivist beliefs in the face of religious diversity. 
Believers may hold that their beliefs are true and that beliefs incompatible 
with theirs are false because their beliefs are warranted, perhaps by eviden- 
tial reasoning, but also because the beliefs are properly basic (see Chapter 6). 
Properly basic beliefs are formed in such a way that the believer is justified 
in taking them to be true and in believing that contrary beliefs held by others 
were not formed under proper epistemic conditions. It is not that believers 
do not have to defend their beliefs against criticism; they do. But we cannot 
employ a neutral set of criteria to adjudicate which religious claims are true. 
Hence, in the face of the contrary beliefs held by others, it is not prima facie 
obvious that believers ought to abandon beliefs they take as justified. 

To the objection that this is arrogant, Plantinga replies that all com- 
peting views, including the critics of exclusivism, are in the same boat. Just 
as the believer “thinks that there is an important epistemic difference: ... that 
somehow the other person has made a mistake, or has a blind spot, or hasn't 
been wholly attentive,” so those who object to the exclusivist position also 
hold that the exclusivist has made a mistake or has a blind spot.” If the 
charge of arrogance holds against the exclusivist, it also holds against those 
who believe that exclusivists are mistaken and unjustified in their view. 

In short, Plantinga concludes, the appeal to religious diversity might 
not so much defeat exclusivism as undercut it. It might seem to reduce 
the believer's level of confidence or degree of belief, but it need not do so. 
Exclusivists can still justifiably claim that because their beliefs have been 
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formed by properly functioning faculties, they are truly warranted in hold- 
ing them and have no good reason to abandon them.” If there were an ab- 
solutely persuasive or definitive case that the exclusivists’ beliefs were false, 
exclusivists would be irrational in holding them, but this is not the critics’ 
objection. Critics don’t claim to be able to refute the various religions; rather, 
they make moral claims about arrogance or epistemic claims about inabil- 
ity to decide which is salvifically effective, both of which as we have seen 
are rationally contestable. Pluralists have not presented either moral or epi- 
stemic reasons to require exclusivists to abandon what they take to be care- 
fully thought out religious truths; indeed, Plantinga suggests, it is perfectly 
possible that an awareness of religious diversity reawakens a renewed and 
deepened awareness of the truths of one’s religious beliefs. 

Paul Griffiths (b. 1947) argues that what the critic is asking believers to 
do in abandoning their religious beliefs is more serious and difficult than 
the critic thinks. Religious doctrines serve five essential functions.” They 
provide rules that govern the life and conduct of the religious commun- 
ity; they express truths that denominate bounds of orthodoxy, stating what 
beliefs are or are not acceptable in the community; they shape the spiritual 
experiences and religious practices of the community; they are instruments 
to bring members into the religious community by education and evange- 
lism; and they express truths that explicate what is required for salvation. 
Griffiths suggests that this analysis of religious doctrine points to the fact 
that religious communities cannot easily abandon or water down their beliefs 
without sacrificing key elements of their community life. Since their unique 
beliefs serve vital functions in creating and sustaining their community, to 
abandon the uniqueness and exclusivity of the beliefs would fundamentally 
destroy their religious identity. 


PLURALISM 


In light of the concerns expressed about exclusivism, some have aban- 
doned exclusivist claims and acknowledge that, although different reli- 
gions manifest different responses to the divine Reality, each religion can 
successfully facilitate salvation, liberation, or self-fulfillment. As Hinduism 
affirms, many coequal routes lead to liberation or salvation. “In whatever 
way men approach Me, I am gracious to them; men everywhere... fol- 
low My path.” Some internal checks and balances may govern religious 
claims, but these are satisfied when the religious tradition has produced 
profound scriptures, impressive intellectual systems, new visions of 
human existence, and saintly lives. Thus, in contrast to the exclusivist, 
a unique salvific structure, specified by some particular religion, is both 
ontologically unnecessary (no universal conditions for salvation exist) and 
epistemically unnecessary (there is no universal salvific structure we need 
to know). This second position, called pluralism, is adopted by John Hick 
(1922-2012), among many others. 





Religious Diversity 327 


Several questions arise. First, Hick admits that some religions have fun- 
damentally differing and incompatible views of the Real. For some, the Real 
is nondual, apersonal, beyond everything and nothing, transcending the il- 
lusory world in which we live and think. For others, the Real is personal, 
the creator God immanently involved in human affairs. Since these concep- 
tions of the Real seem irreconcilable, all these diverse religious conceptions 
of God cannot be true. How, then, does the pluralist address the exclusivist 
argument regarding incompatible truth-claims? 

In response, Hick invokes a distinction, adopted from Immanuel Kant, 
between the Real itself (the noumena) and the Real humanly and cultur- 
ally perceived and experienced (the phenomena). When religious persons 
speak about the noumenal Ultimate, they can describe only how it appears 
to them. Their characterization depends upon the interpretative concepts 
they use to understand and structure their world and give meaning to their 
existence. Thus, those who hold that the Real is nondual and indescribable 
employ one set of interpretative concepts, metaphors, and images; those who 
see the Real as personal use another set. This is why the Real can be de- 
scribed in diverse ways. 

Hick employs the familiar story of the blind men and the elephant: 


An elephant was brought to a group of blind men who had never encoun- 
tered such an animal before. One felt a leg and reported that an elephant is 
a great living pillar. Another felt the trunk and reported that an elephant 
is a great snake. Another felt a tusk and reported that an elephant is like 
a sharp plough-share. And so on....Of course they were all true, but each 
referring only to one aspect of the total reality and all expressed in very 
imperfect analogies.” 


We cannot tell which is correct because we possess no ultimate perspective 
from which to view the blind men feeling the elephant. In seeking the Real 
we are all blind, trapped by our individual and cultural concepts. 

It is not that one set of concepts or structures is true and another false. 
For Hick, statements about the Ultimate are metaphors validated by their 
efficacy in bringing about salvation or personal transformation; religious 
traditions preserve them because many people find them meaningful. 
Hick believes that those who hold that religious concepts are projections of 
human characteristics on the divine are partially correct. Thus, he warns 
about projecting from our limited understanding a definitive description of 
the Real. But ascribing our religious concepts totally to projection is incor- 
rect; religious concepts arise out of religious experience and thus express the 
ways in which we experience, conceive of, and respond to the Real. Hence, 
the presence of anthropomorphic projections should not be used to debunk 
religion. 

Second, what can pluralists say to Christian exclusivists like Barth, 
who claims that Jesus Christ is the unique revelation of God and the unique 
means through which salvation is attained? Hick’s response is to deny the 
orthodox view of incarnation, that Jesus really was divine.” God's spirit can 
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work in all persons, transforming them so that they fully manifest God. The 
incarnation is a myth describing God’s activity in human lives. For Hick, a 
myth is a statement that, although “not literally true, nevertheless tends to 
evoke an appropriate dispositional attitude to” what the myth is about.” In 
the myth of the incarnation Christians see someone (Jesus) who more fully 
realized the openness to being transformed to a Reality-centered life. But this 
description also can be true of other great religious founders and saints. 

In stark contrast to Griffiths’ emphasis on the importance of doctrine, 
Hick centers religion not in theological doctrine but in personal transforma- 
tion.”* He cautions that religious doctrines, such as the incarnation, should 
be neither unduly emphasized nor considered as true or false in the way in 
which we consider scientific beliefs to be true or false. Religious dogmas and 
historical claims are attempts to answer personal questions about human 
existence and experience of the divine.” Consequently, they are true insofar 
as they succeed in changing our attitudes and life patterns. Hence, although 
doctrines of the various religions might seem to contradict, when properly 
viewed as life-expressing truths they often do not. They simply express the 
diverse ways people from different cultures react to the Reality they en- 
counter. In this way Hick counters the exclusivists’ premise that incompat- 
ible truth-claims cannot both be true. 

In other words, Hick is less concerned with theological truths (under- 
stood as propositions) than with the existential or life-changing aspects of 
religion, less concerned with dogma than with religious experience. Hick 
adopts a form of nonrealism about religion; it is a view that does not deny 
the existence of the Transcendent, but is agnostic about what we can truly say 
about it. The importance of religious statements and theories has to do with 
their adequacy in interpreting our experience, not with the Transcendent 
itself. Religion is significant because it transforms human existence from 
self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness. Exactly what one believes is not 
all that important; it is a mythic projection of one’s own experiences, cul- 
ture, and conceptual categories on the Real. For Hick, therefore, exclusivists’ ” 
attempts to convert or sweep all people into one religion’s kingdom fail to 
capture the essence of religion. What matters is that the Real so affects us 
that we are transformed. 


CRITIQUE OF PLURALISM 


Pluralism is attractive; it accords well with our attempt to accept other per- 
sons without being judgmental. Yet this appeal sometimes involves the con- 
fusion between epistemological and ethical considerations noted earlier in 
this chapter. As we argued there, it is a mistake to affirm that being judg- 
mental about truth-claims or beliefs necessitates maltreating persons who 
hold differing beliefs and that being tolerant implies not rationally assessing 
but merely accepting the diverse truth-claims. Hence, we need to consider 
more carefully the strengths and weaknesses of the pluralist position. 
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What, then, is at issue in this debate? The answer is, in part, the na- 
ture of religion. For many pluralists, the significant aspect of religion is its 
power to transform the individual, to move someone from concern with self 
to being Reality-centered. This being the case, religious beliefs and practices 
are important means to personal and social transformation but are not in- 
trinsically or ultimately significant. Thus, two people can disagree about a 
certain belief or practice, and it makes no ultimate difference. Hick writes, 
“T hold that someone who differs from me about, for example, whether Jesus 
had a human father is probably (though not certainly) mistaken; but in hold- 
ing this I am also conscious that he/she might nevertheless be closer to the 
divine Reality than I. This awareness is important because it has the effect of 
de-emphasizing such differences of historical judgment. They can never be 
more than penultimately important.”” 

In Chapter 2 we noted the Buddhists hold a similar view of religion. The 
Zen Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh (b. 1926), for example, emphasizes that reli- 
gion is not concerned with words and concepts but with experiences. “There 
is a real danger of being caught in words.... The object of our faith may be 
just notions and concepts, and not true practice, not direct experience.”” 
What is important is not the language or propositional truth used but the 
experiences one has, and these experiences can be had regardless of the par- 
ticular religion practiced. 

But is this a fully adequate view of religion? Do not religions make truth- 
claims about the Real? Pluralists differ among themselves on this question. 
For some, truth is not to be understood propositionally, as if propositions are 
true or false apart from the time, perspective, and individual who believes 
them.*° Rather, truth must be seen humanly, in terms of what propositions 
and beliefs mean to individual persons, and this is both a historical and an 
existential matter. Truth is how reality appears to us at a particular time and 
place, in a particular historical perspective. Religious orientations “can be 
seen as less or more true in the sense of enabling those who looked at life 
and the universe through their patterns to perceive smaller or larger, less 
important or more important, areas of reality, to formulate and to ponder 
less or more significant issues, to act less or more truly, less or more truly 
to be.”*" 

The problem with this claim about truth is that this very general claim 
cannot be called true, for it is subject to the same restrictions this view 
imposes on other truth-claims—namely, that truth is not propositional and 
is relative to a particular time and place. One could, of course, restrict this 
view of truth to religious truth-claims, but such a move would be arbitrary 
and question-begging. 

Other pluralists hold that religious adherents make truth-claims, but 
only about the Real understood phenomenally (as the Real appears to them). 
Consequently, religious claims do not contradict each other. For example, 
the claims that something appears to me to be blue and to you not to be blue 
do not contradict. They would contradict only if we both claimed that the 
object itself was the color each of us perceived it to be. Similarly, on this view, 
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religious adherents speak about what they have encountered from their 
cultural-religious perspective, not from some external, objective, all-encom- 
passing point of view. Hence, their claims cannot be really contradictory. 

Further, the language and concepts we use to approach the Real are not 
subject to the type of scientific verification that characterizes our ordinary ` 
experience. They are “linguistic pictures or maps of the universe, whose 
function is to enable us to find salvation/liberation.... They accordingly 
test themselves by their success or failure in fulfilling this soteriological 
function.” What Reality really is like can be verified only eschatologically, 
if at all.” 

Hick agrees that we can engage in rational scrutiny of religious systems. 
The criterion to be used to distinguish authentic from inauthentic manifes- 
tations of the Real is “soteriological alignment.” By this he means that an 
authentic religion fosters transformation of human existence from self-cen- 
teredness to Reality-centeredness, demonstrated by the saintly lives of the 
religion’s followers and by the religion’s role in spiritual and politico-eco- 
nomic liberation.** 

Some will find this is too broad. Under this criterion Hick allows not 
only traditional religions but also the great secular movements as well to 
count as authentic manifestations of the Real. For example, he notes that the 
book on post-Maoist reform in China and on Communism is still open, for 
these have been at least partially successful in transforming society.” His 
position might also be viewed as too narrow, for although the great religions 
produce saints, their success has been limited. Even the world religions have 
produced their share of individuals who have shown their dark side in the 
name of the very religion they espouse. Criteria in addition to the saintly 
lives of the adherents must be used to distinguish authentic from inauthentic 
manifestations of the Real. 

One also might object that the pluralists’ contention—that truth-claims 
are both historically and culturally subjective and only about the phenom- 
ena—leads inevitably to skepticism about the Real. Unless we can speak about 
the Ultimate, not only cannot we know anything about the real elephant 
(using Hick’s analogy), we cannot even assert that there is an elephant. 

Hick responds that although we cannot prove that the Real must exist, 
we must trust the basic veridicality of our religious experience and thought. 
And to preserve this against the claim that religious experience results 
merely from human projections, we must postulate that there is a noumenal 
Real. l 

Yet why conclude that religious experience is not fully a human projec- 
tion, if there is no way that one can understand or say anything true about 
the Real in itself? Unless we can speak about Reality, what have we postu- 
lated? For any of the blind men to have postulated that what he felt really 
was an elephant, he must have known what an elephant was. Even Hick can- 
not completely resist saying something about the Real. For him it is “rich in 
content,” the “One without a second,” for there cannot be a plurality of ulti- 
mates. Further, the Real “produces... the phenomenal world of ours”; it is the 
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“ground or source” of the phenomenal divine attributes, of religious experi- 
ence, and of love and justice, consciousness and bliss; it has a presence and 
impact on the phenomena. These suggest, at minimum, that causal predicates 
apply to the Real. And insofar as the Real fosters or hinders salvific transfor- 
mation,“ it must have some consciousness of and concern for humans. 

Indeed, unless pluralists can ascribe goodness, love, and justice to the 
Real, their objection, noted earlier, to exclusivism—namely, that a God with 
these properties would not limit his revelation and salvific work to a par- 
ticular culture or religion—fails. This criticism of exclusivism’s consistency 
presupposes knowledge of the appropriate predicates of the Real. 

In short, it is well and good for pluralists to say that a Reality meets us, 
but what is Reality? The very willingness of some pluralists to admit atheis- 
tic Marxism and naturalistic humanism into the camp of religions alongside 
and on equal footing with theism” suggests the seriousness of the problem. 
Jews, Muslims, and Christians maintain there really is a God, the encounter 
with whom brings meaning to our lives; naturalists hold that we can find 
meaningful existence apart from affirming or encountering the divine; 
Satanists deify evil and power. But the rational claims of these belief sys- 
tems are very different. In the first, meaning comes from an encounter with 
a good, personal God; in the second, meaning is self-created; in the third, it 
is evil that gives power and meaning. 

Pluralists such as Hick face a dilemma. If we have no clear concept of 
God, if we are left with nothing to be said about God or the Real in itself, 
our religious belief becomes indistinguishable from agnosticism. If we can 
speak about God, then we can employ some consistent set of predicates to 
describe God's properties. Hence, we have a content about which we can 
make claims and are not completely blind. We can, in principle, evaluate 
which of the blind men’s claims, if any, are correct.” 

In short, it seems that a pluralist view such as Hick’s is accepted, not only 
at the extremely high price of skepticism, but in disregard of what believers 
think they are doing. In making fundamental dogmas into myths, “it rules 
out people’s most precious beliefs in things normative. It asks Muslims, in 
effect, to deny that the Koran is central to God’s purposes. It asks Jews to 
deny that God spoke definitively through Moses. It asks Christians to deny 
that Jesus is the Incarnation of God in history.” It also prevents believers 
from addressing certain problems facing their faith. For example, Hick’s own 
soul-building theodicy, which we discussed in Chapter 9 as an approach to 
the problem of pain and suffering, he now treats as a true myth that cannot 
apply to the transcendent Real and hence cannot be used to justify its good- 
ness, power, or justice.” 


PLURALISM AS A PLURALITY OF SALVATIONS 


The theologian S. Mark Heim (b. 1950) argues that most pluralists, including 
Hick, are really inclusivists in disguise, for although they recognize a 
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plurality of approaches to salvation, they in effect advocate only one salva- 
tion brought about by the Real. They make “salvation the universal, cross- 
cultural constant in interpreting religious traditions.” But in doing so they 
abandon their religious pluralism by forcing on the world’s religions one 
way of salvation, that advocated by the pluralists themselves—namely, the 
“transformation from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness.”' Further, 
they betray their pluralism when they deny that diverse religions have real 
differences. 

Seeking to distance himself from Hick’s version of pluralism, Heim 
argues that a real pluralist holds that the religious traditions really are distinct 
in ways that should be acknowledged and valued. Because the specifics of a 
religious tradition can have significant truth-value, they are not to be sacrificed 
for the good of some overarching concept of salvation. Rather, the distinctive 
teachings of each religion inform outsiders about what that community con- 
siders important relative to its distinctive view of attaining salvation. 

Each religion, then, has its own salvation that may be similar to or differ- 
ent from that found in other religions. But in terms of the internal coherence 
of the religion, it is the fulfillment or culmination of a distinctive approach. 
In this sense, each religion is properly exclusivist. Indeed, recognition of this 
exclusivism—that each religion offers “distinctive truth or insight available 
in any one or several of them that is not available elsewhere’—is necessary 
for proper appreciation of other religions.” Attempts to syncretize religions 
or assimilate them into some metareligion about the Real fail to do justice to 
their uniqueness and distinctive salvations. 

The salvations advocated by different religions have both this-world 
and other-world (eschatological) dimensions. Heim especially emphasizes 
the former, remaining somewhat agnostic about the latter. Although in this 
life the ways religions recommend achieving salvation often lead to fulfill- 
ment, the fulfillments found in the different religions are not different visions 
of the same salvation, but express alternative conceptions. Because each reli- 
gion leads to a salvation that fulfills its distinctive vision, achieving religious 
fulfillment requires the distinctive path described by each religion. 

This means that each religion can have its own validity when it delivers 
on the salvific promises it makes. We have no ultimate viewpoint from which 
to assess religions and their claims. Each person argues from his or her own 
evaluative orientation. Believers are justified in privileging their own view- 
point; indeed, we can do nothing else, for if we do not think that our own 
viewpoint is true, we have no reason for holding it. But from the claim that 
we preference our own view it does not follow that an objective viewpoint 
exists from which we can assess other religions and their claims. There is no 
specially sighted person who can accurately describe the elephant. 

Heim adopts a version of “orientational pluralism,” according to which 
reality is not multifaceted; only one reality exists. In trying to know this re- 
ality, people adopt different orientations that may be incompatible with each 
other in the sense that the same person cannot consistently hold several per- 
spectives. Each view may be consistent with, follow from, and be advocated 
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with justification from a particular perspective. At the same time, although 
believers may think that people holding a different religious perspective are 
justified in their belief, they need not think that the conclusions the other 
religions arrive at are true. That is, a person may be justified in holding a re- 
ligion or viewpoint but still be mistaken. 

That each religion can argue its correctness not only allows for diversity 
of religious beliefs but also applauds these diversities as constituting the real 
distinctness of the religions. Without real belief differences, we would have 
little reason for dialogue. Instead of covering up real differences or making 
them subservient to some metareligion, a plurality of beliefs is encouraged, 
for by these different beliefs people are really bettered or fulfilled. 

One might legitimately wonder, however, how there can be a plurality 
of fulfillments when the various traditions are not consistent. Heim’s re- 
sponse is that although there may be many salvations or fulfillments, it does 
not follow that all the details the diverse religions provide about these salva- 
tions are true. The key point is that because salvations can be many, the fact 
that one person experiences liberation (e.g., Nirvana) as the result of self- 
renunciation does not contradict the claim that another person experiences 
personal immortality by belief in Christ or attains social harmony as the 
result of instituting the Confucian virtues. Different people can obtain dif- 
ferent salvations in differing ways. For Heim the determination of the final 
or eschatological salvation is irrelevant to the fact that religions can provide 
diverse salvations here and now. Heim thus wants to have both the subjec- 
tive fulfillment provided by the diverse religions in their practices and the 
possibility of objective, future salvations. 

Heim’s analysis is insightful when religion is viewed as addressing mul- 
tiple ways of fulfillment. He correctly helps us beyond the subjective trans- 
formation of Hick’s pluralism to see that maybe there are diverse although 
perhaps mutually incompatible ways of attaining human fulfillment. But his 
analysis will work only if there really are diverse human predicaments for 
the diverse salvations to address. Whereas Heim can be agnostic about an 
ultimate salvation, suggesting rather that the penultimate human salvations 
suffice to legitimate the various religions that espouse them, he cannot be 
agnostic about an ultimate human predicament. For should there be an ul- 
timate human predicament, addressing the penultimate predicaments may 
leave that fundamental predicament untouched, so that the salvations offered 
may provide little more than penultimate or Band-Aid solutions to subordi- 
nate problems. The claim that some ultimate human predicament needs to 
be addressed and that one religion or another successfully addresses this 
predicament brings us to the inclusivist viewpoint. 


INCLUSIVISM 


If we acknowledge that different religions offer life-transforming experiences 
and that God may reveal himself or graciously act in various ways in diverse 
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places, while at the same time we affirm that religious claims are either true 
or false, we may adopt what is termed religious inclusivism. On the one hand, 
in common with exclusivism, inclusivists hold that there is a unique human 
predicament and that one provision for addressing that predicament is cor- 
rectly described by central claims in the true religion. In effect, salvation 
or liberation is truly made known in only one religion. Salvation or liber- 
ation is available only because the special conditions revealed in one true 
religion are met. A unique salvific structure is ontologically necessary, and 
it is described by a series of true statements. On the other hand, in com- 
mon with pluralists, inclusivists hold that important religious truths occur 
in all religions and that God can be encountered and his grace manifested 
in various ways through diverse religions. All can experience salvation, re- 
gardless of whether they have heard and acknowledged the basic tenets of 
the one true religion. Inclusivism thus extends beyond exclusivism because, 
although it makes exclusivistic claims for the truth or effectiveness of one 
religion and what it accomplishes, it allows that adherents of other religions 
can be saved or liberated because the conditions specified by the true reli- 
gion have occurred. Put in philosophical language, a particular salvific event 
may be ontologically necessary for salvation (salvation cannot occur without it) 
but not epistemologically necessary (one need not know about it to be saved or 
liberated). 

The Catholic theologian Karl Rahner (1904-1984) argued that persons can 
be saved only because a particular salvific event has occurred. Christianity 
is an absolute religion and cannot recognize any other religion as providing 
a way of salvation. It not only tells us of God’s unique Word, incarnate in 
Jesus who died on the cross for all persons, but provides the social context in 
which Jesus Christ comes to persons. However, God is love and desires that 
everyone be saved. To accomplish this salvation, God applies the results of 
Jesus’ atoning death and resurrection to everyone, even to those who have 
never heard of Jesus and his death or have never acknowledged his lordship. 
In this way God makes it possible for everyone, even those not within the 
context of historical Christianity, to be transformed and reconciled to God. 

One might think of an analogous scenario. In a particular town a 
large number of poor people owe debts they cannot pay from their meager 
resources. But unless they pay, their creditors will foreclose on their prop- 
erty. Learning of their plight, a rich woman in another town deposits a large 
amount of money in their town bank, with the stipulation that it be used to 
satisfy the debts of the poor. Because the poor cannot remove their debts 
without these resources, the benefactor’s funds are objectively necessary for 
relieving their plight. However, their liberation does not depend on their 
knowledge of her identity or of the way she provided for their financial re- 
lief. The very application of her resources pays their debts and transforms 
their lives. 

Rahner notes that although Christianity began historically with Jesus 
of Nazareth, it had a prehistory. The New Testament claims that in pre- 
Christian times many Israelites and followers of other religions were saved 
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subjectively by their faith and objectively by the still-future obedience of 
Christ. Some, like Melchizedek, were even priests of non-Israelite religions. 
The appearance of Jesus is the point at which Christianity faced the Jewish 
people, requiring those who heard the gospel to take a position on it. That 
is, when Christianity became a historical factor in first-century Palestine, it 
became realistic to claim that salvation depended upon some response to the 
proclaimed gospel. But Christianity is not a real historical factor for many 
cultures, where people have never heard a proclamation of the Christian 
gospel. Hence, because people in these cultures remain in a position com- 
parable to those of the pre-Christian era, we can apply what is said about 
the pre-Christian Jewish and non-Jewish righteous to them. Because God 
desires that everyone be saved, it is reasonable to think that God applies the 
same grace he applied to those of the pre-Christian era to individuals today 
who have never heard about Jesus. The Spirit of God is at work in the lives 
of people who worship in other religions, although they do not recognize 
God's activity in Christian terms. Rahner terms these persons anonymous 
Christians because, although they lack an explicit Christian faith, they con- 
' sciously or unconsciously seek and worship God.* 

Yet if Christianity is the true or effective religion, whereas others con- 
tain various admixtures of false claims, should non-Christians then practice 
their own religion? Rahner holds that religious faith is not solely an internal 
matter; a social form is necessary for salvation. This form is always cultur- 
ally embodied in the religion (including practices and beliefs) that person 
embraces. Since different religions in their doctrines embody different 
degrees of truth, they have different degrees of lawfulness—that is, ability 
to facilitate a right relationship with God. But just as the theological impurity 
of pre-Christian Judaism did not prevent its adherents from encountering 
God in and through their religion, so the theological impurity of contempo- 
rary religions does not prevent their adherents from finding God. Indeed, 
these religions can be the mediators of supernatural grace. It is not an all- 
or-nothing affair: supernatural grace can be manifested in various degrees 
in all religions. It is only that the New Testament delineates the definitive 
difference between right and wrong and the unique, salvific revelation of 
God in Jesus Christ, and it is only through a relationship with God in Jesus 
Christ that the fullness of God can be known and experienced. 

Inclusivism can also be found in the Christian apologist C. S. Lewis 
(1898-1963). Lewis, in responding to the question about what God would do 
about those who never heard about Christ and hence had been unable to be- 
lieve in him, writes, “We do know that no man can be saved except through 
Christ; we do not know that only those who know Him can be saved through 
Him.”* Lewis notes that “there are people in other religions who are being 
led by God’s secret influence to concentrate on those parts of their religion 
which are in agreement with Christianity, and who thus belong to Christ 
without knowing it”® Lewis aptly illustrates this in his final children’s 
story, The Last Battle, where Emeth, who had worshiped the demonic Tash, is 
not destroyed but welcomed by Aslan on the grounds that the devotion he 
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rendered to Tash in reality belonged to Aslan. In seeking the good he had 
really sought for Aslan, although he did not know it. 

Advocates of inclusivism in other religions may well invoke a similar 
point of view. Just as the Christian might speak of Christianity as the only 
true religion and of persons whose lives manifest the grace of God as anon- 
ymous Christians, so Muslims may speak of the absolute truth of Islam and 
of Christians or Jews as anonymous Muslims. Jews may see others as anon- 
ymous Jews, while Buddhists view others as anonymous Buddhists. The 
point here is that truths that can lead to salvation/liberation can be found 
in diverse religions. For example, the Dalai Lama notes that liberation takes 
place through many lifetimes, during which persons may not be Buddhists. 
Non-Buddhists should not convert to Buddhism, but should faithfully prac- 
tice their own religions to become better persons. All religions propound 
good moral advice and provide various forms of liberation. However, ulti- 
mate liberation or attainment of Nirvana “is only explained in the Buddhist 
scriptures and is achieved only through Buddhist practice.“ 

Although one particular religion is the absolute or true religion, other 
religions also contain significant truths. These religions may perceive dimly, 
partly, and perspectivally the truths found in clearer form in the one true 
religion, or they might provide a satisfactory account of liberation for this 
life. Because not all religious doctrines or practices in all religions are true, 
cross-religious assessment is in order. This can provide an authentic basis 
for interreligious dialogue, where the differences between religions are truly 
appreciated and worthy of rational discussion and debate. 


CRITIQUE OF INCLUSIVISM 


If persons can achieve salvation without knowing anything at all about a spe- 
cific religious tradition, why then should one try to convert them to that reli- 
gion? Why not simply encourage them to continue to live according to what 
they know and believe so that they can lead transformed lives in the light of 
their own religion? Rahner holds that bringing members of other religions 
to the knowledge of the true basis of their faith is a stage of development 
in their Christianity. “The reflex self-realization of a previously anonymous 
Christianity is demanded (1) by the incarnational and social structure of grace 
and of Christianity, and (2) because the individual who grasps Christianity 
in a clearer, purer and more effective way, has, other things being equal, a 
still greater chance of salvation than someone who is merely an anonymous 
Christian.” Other inclusivists might reply that it does matter that persons 
know the true basis of their salvation because, since liberation comes through 
knowledge, truth matters. Hence, religions have an obligation to enlighten 
others as to the objective basis of their transformation. In any case, the exclu- 
sivist content of inclusivism provides a basis for justifying proselytizing. 
Others have questioned the confidence that Rahner has in the lawful- 
ness of other religions. The Christian theologian Clark Pinnock (b. 1937), for 
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example, sees that religion at times is “dark, deceptive, and cruel. It harbors 
ugliness, pride, error, hypocrisy,” and other characteristics that do not lead to 
salvation. He notes the dark side found in Aztec sacrifices, Haitian voodoo, 
the Hindu deities Kali and Shiva, as well as the caste system of India that 
“sanctions pious neglect of the poor.” Yet, although religions as social phe- 
nomena might be idolatrous, God is at work in lives of individuals outside the 
Christian faith. He suggests two criteria for discovering where God is present 
in persons: they fear God and they pursue righteousness in their behavior. 

An even more serious objection is that if many religions believe that they 
are the one true religion, how does one decide which religion makes the cor- 
rect claims? Some feel it is simply a matter of determining the locus of unique 
divine revelation. Rahner and Barth are certain that God has come in Jesus 
Christ, Muslims hold that Mohammed gave us Allah's mature revelation, 
Buddhists that Buddha showed the true path to enlightenment. But this simply 
pushes the problem back: How do we adjudicate claims to divine revelation, 
enlightenment, or special insight? Some have suggested that we can do this by 
evaluating the life of the claim-maker. But are we able to know enough about 
the individual religious founders to make comparisons that could establish the 
spiritual or moral superiority of one over the other? Is the moral life of Jesus su- 
perior to that of the Buddha? Others have appealed to the character of the tradi- 
tion that grew out of the work of the founder; yet this is risky, for the history of 
each religion is replete with events that both credit and discredit its teachings. 

A different way of assessing religions appeals to criteria by which we 
can evaluate the central claims made by the religious systems themselves. To 
this approach let us turn. 


CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING RELIGIONS 


One conclusion we might draw from the discussion to this point is that we 
must take seriously the contention that religions make specific truth-claims 
about reality. Some say God exists; others not. Some assert that many gods 
exist; others only one god. Some declare that God becomes incarnate; oth- 
ers not. Some claim that Jesus is the God incarnate; others that it is Krishna. 
Some claim that Christ is actually present in the bread and wine of Holy 
Communion; others that the elements are symbolic only. Some accept Ali, 
Mohammed's son-in-law, as the first Imam and rightful successor of the 
Prophet; others do not. Some believe we should pray facing Mecca; others 
face the Wailing Wall. We could go on presenting contrasts. The point, how- 
ever, is that we have good reason to think that religious believers are making 
truth-claims, and that these must be given their due place. 

If believers are making truth-claims about reality, then specific beliefs 
are subject to rational evaluation. Sometimes we can use the canons of logic, 
human experience, and perhaps trained intuition to establish probabilisti- 
cally that some beliefs are true and others false. In fact, much of what has 
already transpired in this book is directed toward evaluating religious 
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claims on these grounds. However, as we have seen, rationally evaluating 
individual religious beliefs is a daunting task. 

But probably we want to go beyond evaluating individual religious 
beliefs, for many religious beliefs (e.g, Christ is present in the bread and wine 
of Holy Communion) are meaningful only in the context of a broader set of re- 
ligious claims held by a specific religious tradition. We want not only to eval- 
uate individual beliefs but also to be able to make comparative evaluations of 
religions themselves. In deciding whether to be a Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jew, 
Christian, or whatever, we want to know whether the conjunctive claims of 
that particular religious system are true or truer than any other. This is an 
even more difficult task than evaluating individual religious beliefs, for reli- 
gious systems contain many propositions, some of which are true and others 
false. Thus, one has to weigh not only individual statements but also whole 
systems of statements, according to some non—question-begging criteria. 

In the face of philosophers who are skeptical that a set of external, reli- 
giously neutral, non—question-begging criteria can be found, Keith Yandell 
suggests the following: 


1. The propositions essential to that religion must be consistent with 
each other. 


2. Knowing that the religious system is true must be compatible with 
its being true. If the truth of the system entails that we cannot know 
it is true—for example, if, like Madhyamika Buddhism, it claims that 
all views are false—that is reason to suspect its truth. 


3. The truth of a religious system must be compatible with what must 
exist for it to be true. For example, the claim that Ultimate Reality has 
no distinctions is incompatible with the claim that religious state- 
ments that affirm this are true and not false. 


4, If the only reason for offering the religious system is that it promises 
to provide a solution to a problem, and it fails to do so, there is no 
reason to accept the system. For example, if a religious system were 
introduced to resolve the problem of pain and suffering, but clearly 
did not accomplish this, there would be no reason to advocate that 
religious system. 


5. Essential truths of the system should not contradict well-established 
data, for example, in the sciences or psychology. 

6. Ad hoc hypotheses to avoid evidence contrary to the religious system 
count against that religious system. 


7. A system should be able to account for and explain broad reaches of 
human experience.” 
To Yandell’s criteria one might add: 


8. It should satisfy some basic moral and aesthetic intuitions and pro- 
voke and inspire persons to live more morally responsive and re- 
sponsible lives. ` 
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This list is carefully enunciated and evocative, but one might wonder 
whether the criteria are non—question-begging. Evaluation is always made 
from. within a paradigm; as Hick noted, there is no neutral standpoint from 
which to view the elephant. Thus, it might be questioned whether these cri- 
teria are themselves shared by all the religions, and if not, whether they can 
be used to assess claims within diverse religious paradigms that would re- 
ject them. For example, it might be thought that all world religions claim to 
satisfy criterion 7. But a religion like Zen Buddhism, with which we began 
this chapter, is not concerned with rational explanation but with enlighten- 
ment experience; to lapse into rational explanations is precisely part of what 
creates the human predicament. Further, even if explanation is to be given, 
what additional criteria are to be employed to determine that the explana- 
tion presented by any given tradition is adequate? Further reflection on the 
criteria in this list and their applicability is warranted. 

This brings up one final issue. Although we have spoken of religions as 
systems that at least make propositional truth-claims, it is mistaken to view 
religious systems as consisting of impersonal, objective statements of reli- 
gious beliefs uniformly accepted by all advocates of that religion. Religious 
systems are complex bodies that have grown and developed historically. 
What a Christian or Hindu believes today differs (for some, remarkably) from 
what first-century Christians or eighth-century Hindus held. This is not to 
say that contemporary believers are not Christians or Hindus, but they are 
Christians or Hindus not only because they embrace certain beliefs but also 
because they participate in a historical tradition that is Christian or Hindu. 
The tradition is not pristine; we cannot get back to the original founders and 
believe exactly what they believed and practice as they did. The tradition is 
cumulative and dynamic, social and personal. Hence, any description of that 
religion contains an important subjective dimension. 

Religions are embodied historically in cultures, making it difficult to 
isolate distinctively religious beliefs from cultural ones (for example, is mo- 
nogamy a Christian religious or a Western cultural prescription? Is Hinduism 
isolable from the caste system?). Religions are embodied in individual believ- 
ers, and no two believers hold exactly the same beliefs. Thus, in assessing 
religions we must not speak about the totality of the assertions made by re- 
ligious advocates but rather about what might be held to be essential to a 
specific religion. Yet even here difficulties emerge, for what must a person be- 
lieve to be a Christian, Muslim, or Hindu? The diversity within each tradition 
bears witness to the difficulty of discerning a particular creedal essence. 

The claim that each religion is a strand in the religious history of the 
world is intriguing. Yet even if there are generic religious concepts such as 
faith and God, not every claim about these concepts is true. Suppose humans 
have participated throughout history in a universal religion in the same way 
as they have participated in a universal science. In science, not every avowed 
scientific belief is true nor every practice sanctioned; alchemy, for instance, 
was wrong-headed. Yet each scientist grapples with reality, seeking to under- 
stand how it operates and to discern what causal explanations best suffice. 
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Similarly, if God operates in the world, encountering humans, it becomes a 
task of all humans, no matter what their religious tradition, to understand 
that God and appropriate this belief in their life. That some religious beliefs 
are true and some false, that some practices are propitious and some not, 
must be accepted as a consequence of human finite understanding. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Make a list of some of the differences between various religions you know about. 
Are these differences significant or not? Defend your view, noting in particular 
the criteria you used to decide significance. 


2. What is religious exclusivism? What critique might be given of exclusivism? 
How might the exclusivist respond to each of the objections you introduced? 


3. How does the story of the blind men and the elephant help us understand re- 
ligious pluralism? How might this analogy be turned into a criticism of plu- 
ralism? Would the story and its point change significantly if the men were not 
blind but partially sighted? Explain. 


4, Why does Hick think personal transformation is more important than religious 
beliefs? What do you see as the proper relation between personal transforma- 
tion and religious beliefs? Do beliefs matter? Defend your view. 


5. Develop two criticisms of Hick’s religious pluralism. How would Hick respond 
to each of these criticisms? 


6. In what ways does Heim’s pluralism differ from the traditional pluralism of 
Hick? What advantage does Heim think his view has? 


7. How is religious inclusivism similar to and different from both exclusivism and 
pluralism? 


8. How does Rahner defend his inclusivist view? 


9. Develop two criticisms that might be given of inclusivism. How would the 
inclusivist reply to each? 


10. Use the criteria suggested by Yandell to evaluate your own or another religious 
tradition. Are the criteria clear enough to be applied, and do they successfully 
discriminate among religions? Justify your answer. 
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CHAPTER 15 


RELIGIOUS ETHICS 
What Is God’s Relation to Morality? 


While my own view is that the balance of considerations 
supports permitting the practice of [active voluntary 
euthanasia]...there is reason to expect that legalization 
of voluntary active euthanasia might soon be followed 
by strong pressure to legalize some nonvoluntary 
euthanasia of incompetent patients unable to express 
their own wishes. 


DAN Brock, HASTINGS CENTER REPORT 
(MARCH-APRIL 1992) 


What are we talking about when we discuss ethics? As we shall see, this is 
a very complex question, but a basic distinction may help us get started. Let 
us assume that we want to engage in an ethical discussion about the right of 
terminally ill patients in severe or unbearable pain to end their lives. Some 
of the issues we might consider would be primarily descriptive; that is, they 
would relate to what actually is the case: How many individuals experiencing 
what they believe to be severe or unbearable pain attempt to end their lives? 
Does public opinion currently support some forms of active euthanasia? 
Would some who are terminally ill feel obligated to end their lives if it were 
allowed? What abuses are possible? 

Other issues, however, would be primarily prescriptive (normative); that 
is, they would center on what we should believe or how we ought to behave. 
Should any individual who is thinking clearly have the legal right to end 
her life when it no longer seems worth living? Should only terminally ill 
individuals have this right? Should anyone have the right to make such a 
decision for a mentally incompetent individual? Ought we ever to allow 
physicians to assist people in ending their lives? 
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Philosophers certainly do not deny that descriptive ethics is important. 
They realize that we cannot, for example, create proper public policies if we 
do not know what people actually believe and how they live or do not con- 
sider the possible consequences of any change in policy. Most philosophers, 
though, feel such considerations lie primarily in the domain of the anthro- 
pologist, sociologist, or political scientist. On the other hand, philosophers 
continue to be very interested in normative ethics. That is, they continue to 
be interested in the question of what people ought or ought not to believe 
or how they ought or ought not to act. Specifically, philosophers continue to 
be very interested in questions of the following type: What is the origin of 
the normative ethical principles we affirm? Under what conditions can such 
principles be rationally affirmed? Which set of normative ethical principles 
(hereafter simply referred to as ethical principles) is the correct one? 


THE SOURCE OF RELIGIOUS ETHICAL TRUTH 


There is no standard order in which ethical issues such as those mentioned 
above are discussed. However, in the area of religious ethics a rather natural 
progression arises. All of us affirm ethical principles related to almost every 
aspect of our lives. That is, we believe we have some understanding of how 
we, our family and friends, and even those with whom we will never have 
any direct contact ought to behave. But what is the origin of the ethical prin- 
ciples we believe to be true? At one level an answer is readily available. We 
initially acquired the vast majority of these principles in the same fashion 
we initially acquired what we believe to be true about U.S. presidents, or 
proper nutrition, or types of automobiles: from some respected authority. 
For instance, most of us initially believed it was wrong to disobey our par- 
ents or engage in certain forms of sexual behavior because of what our par- 
ents, teachers, and religious leaders told us. 

What, however, is the ultimate origin of the ethical principles we hold to 
be true? Are they solely the product of human thought? Were they “created” 
by God? Do such principles originate in some source independent of both? 
Or are there multiple sources? 

All of these options have their proponents. Even among theists, a wide 
variety of opinion exists. However, the vast majority of theists continue to 
claim that the basic ethical principles they affirm in some sense have their 
origin in God, as opposed to human thought or some source totally inde- 
pendent of both. 

What exactly does it mean, though, to say that ethical principles orig- 
inate in God? One interpretation is the seemingly paradoxical contention 
that, although the basic ethical principles we affirm are not totally independ- 
ent of God, they are not a divine creation. To draw an analogy with the laws 
of logic may help. Consider the law of noncontradiction, the contention that 
something cannot be both what it is and what it is not at the same time. Few 
theists have thought this law to be totally independent of God, or something 
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that God discovered. But it is also true that few theists hold that this law was 
created by God, or that it somehow came into existence as the result of divine 
decree. It is, rather, normally thought to be an eternal truth that has always 
existed in the mind of God. For example, according to this line of reasoning, 
the fact that humans cannot be both alive and not alive in the same sense at 
the same time is not true because God decreed that it should be so. Rather, 
the nature of reality (what it is to be alive or not to be alive) simply makes 
such a state of affairs an impossibility. What God did was decide whether 
humans would actually come into existence and, thus, whether the logical 
truth in question would actually apply to the world as it is. 

Some have suggested that basic ethical principles might reasonably 
be viewed the same way. Let us consider, for instance, the widely accepted 
moral belief that it is wrong to inflict pain unnecessarily. We should not, we 
are told, view this ethical principle as independent of God in the sense that it 
is a principle with which God came in contact and then determined should 
guide all divine and human behavior. And, of course, if God had not cre- 
ated beings capable of experiencing pleasure and pain, this specific “truth” 
would have no relevance for our world. But this moral belief did not come 
into existence as the result of some divine decree, and God cannot do away 
with it at will. Rather, the fact that inflicting unnecessary pain is wrong is 
simply inherent in the very concept of any being who can experience such 
pain. Hence, much like the laws of logic, this principle is best viewed as hav- 
ing always existed in God’s mind 

Moreover, proponents of this “autonomy thesis,” as it is often called, 
deny that viewing the origin of our ethical principles in this manner is a 
threat to theism. Louis Pojman (1935-2005), for instance, argues that 


If there is an inherent logic to goodness that precludes God's inventing 
right and wrong, why should that bother religious people? It is widely rec- 
ognized that God’s omnipotence isn’t threatened by the fact that the laws of 
logic exist independently of him. Why should the fact that there is a logic to 
ethics threaten the notion of God’s sovereignty or omnipotence?” 


Many theists, however, have not liked the idea of anything in any sense 
being independent of God or limiting divine activity. Thus, they have wanted 
to argue that the basic ethical principles they believe to be true have their or- 
igin solely in God in a stronger sense. One popular way in which this has been 
envisioned—by individuals often labeled divine command theorists—is to 
maintain that ethical principles find their inception in God’s commands.’ 

To claim that this is so, it is important to point out, is not to hold that the 
commands themselves are seen as the origin of these ethical principles. God 
is not envisioned as mindlessly “uttering” statements that somehow magi- 
cally become the basis for ethical standards the moment they leave “God’s 
lips.” God’s commands are seen as an expression of God's willt Just as a par- 
ent’s command for a child to go to bed is best interpreted as an expression of 
what the parent wants the child to do, so too are God’s commands best seen 
as an expression of how God wants us to live. 
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However, even given this clarification, a well-known challenge remains: 
if the ethical principles by which we are to live originate in the commands 
that express God's will, then it appears that we would be justified in doing 
anything God commanded—for instance, torture innocent people—simply 
because God has said this should be done. And surely, argues the critic, this 
is unacceptable. Surely a rational theist would not affirm a theory about the 
origin of correct ethical principles that had this implication." 

One popular response has been developed by ethicist Robert Adams (b. 
1937).° He wants to tie the origin of ethical truth to the will of God but denies 
that the “believer is committed to doing the will of God just because it is the 
will of God.” That is, Adams denies that the theist would always be required 
to do what God commanded—for instance, act cruelly—solely because God 
commanded it. This is so, we are told, because God’s commands can be 
viewed as worthy of obedience “only if certain conditions are assumed— 
namely, only if it is assumed that God has the character which [we] believe 
Him to have, of loving His human creatures.” Otherwise it would not be 
wrong to disobey him. Or, stated in more positive terms, Adams’s response 
is that if we assume that God is a personal agent who loves human crea- 
tures—an assumption Adams believes we can justifiably make—then we 
need not fear that those commands originating in the will of God will obli- 
gate us to act in a capricious, unloving manner.’ 

Others have elaborated more fully on the important connection be- 
tween God’s commands and character. It is certainly true, they acknowl- 
edge, that God has the ability to command us to kill innocent people. God 
obviously can formulate the relevant concepts and could communicate the 
divine intentions to us. However, the divine moral will expressed by God’s 
commands does not exist in a vacuum, nor is it dependent on some auton- 
omous moral standard that has existed eternally in God’s mind. God's will, 
rather, is an aspect of his nature—that is, it is an expression of the type of 
being God really is. And once we understand the type of being God really is, 
it is argued, the criticism in question loses its force. 

First, God is the all-knowing creator of everything. Thus God knows 
exactly how all aspects of the divine creation function best. God knows, for 
example, exactly what will satisfy us individually and what will help us to 
live together harmoniously. Second, God does not just happen to be caring 
and loving most, or even all, of the time. God could not be unloving because 
God’s essential nature is never changing. God necessarily wills our indi- 
vidual and corporate fulfillment. Accordingly, it is concluded, God’s com- 
mands could not be arbitrary and capricious in the way the critic envisions. 
God, for instance, could not command us to kill innocent children “just for 
the fun of it” since this would be inconsistent with God’s nature.’ 

But could God not have been a different type of being, one who believed 
that lying, cheating, or killing innocent children was an intrinsically meri- 
torious action? A powerful, supernatural being who held such beliefs could 
conceivably exist, theists respond. However, the God we worship is not such 
a being. In fact, the vast majority claim, God could not have been such a 
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being. Thus, the criticism in question simply fails to apply, and, accordingly, 
it remains perfectly reasonable to maintain that God’s nature is the ultimate 
origin of the ethical principles we believe to be true.” 


THE AUTHORITATIVE BASIS OF RELIGIOUS ETHICAL TRUTH 


Even given that God’s nature is the origin of ethical principles, a significant 
question remains: What gives the ethical principles that originate in God 
their authority? Why ought the theist obey what God communicates? Or, as 
Alasdair MacIntyre (b. 1929) has phrased this question, “What conditions 
must be satisfied for it to be rational for someone to treat God’s [ethical] 
beliefs as authoritative?” 

In reality, some theists may follow God’s commands primarily out of 
fear, others out of love or the belief that it will generate the best consequences, 
and still others primarily because their culture has ingrained this desire or 
duty in them. However, as MacIntyre and others rightly point out, theists 
could not justifiably view the ethical principles originating in God as the ul- 
timate ethical standard if they did not think that God were perfectly good. 

What basis, though, do theists have for maintaining that God is good? 
Religious critic Kai Nielsen (b. 1925) contends that there are only two pos- 
sible avenues of response.” One option, we are told, is for theists to claim 
that God’s goodness is a factual or evidential matter. That is, they might 
claim that God is good because God has, for example, given them a purpose 
for living or healed a loved one or offered guidance in times of need. 

However, this will not do, Nielsen is quick to point out. We can claim 
that an individual possesses a certain characteristic only if we already have 
some understanding of the characteristic in question. For instance (to cite an 
example not found in Nielsen’s writings) we can claim that a new acquaint- 
ance is friendly only if we already understand what it means for someone 
to be friendly. In a similar fashion (to return to Nielsen’s argument) we can 
claim that God is good by appealing to the actions God has performed only 
if we already have in mind a standard of goodness by which God's actions 
can be judged. But if this is true, Nielsen concludes, then it can obviously no 
longer be claimed that the ethical principles that originate in God provide 
the ultimate ethical standard. Rather, our own ethical intuitions must be ac- 
knowledged to be the ultimate standard. 

The other option, Nielsen informs us, is to claim that the statement “God 
is good” is true by definition or, more correctly, to claim that “goodness” is 
a necessary defining characteristic of “God.” God’s attitudes (and actions) 
are then good simply because God possesses (or performs) them. But this 
response generates another question: Upon what basis do theists label the 
being they worship “God”? Or, to state Nielsen’s question in a somewhat 
different fashion: How do theists know that the being from whom they have 
received those ethical principles that they accept as authoritative is actually 
God? 
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Theists, Nielsen points out, cannot justifiably claim that such a being 
is God simply because this being says it is good. The question then simply 
becomes: Upon what basis can the claims of such a being be believed? Nor, 
he argues, can theists claim that the actions of the being they worship are 
good, and thus that the being can justifiably be considered God, just because 
they believe this being is the omniscient, omnipotent creator of the universe. 
It may be true that it would be unwise not to follow the commands of such a 
being, but it is also not impossible for an omnipotent, omniscient creator to 
be wicked. The only valid response, we are told, is for theists to admit that 
the being they worship is called “God” because they possess an independ- 
ent ethical standard of goodness with which the actions and attitudes of this 
being are consistent. 

An analogy may help clarify this important point. Let us assume that 
someone declares the statement “All puppies are young” to be a definitional 
truth. This alone does not allow her also to maintain justifiably that a dog 
that has just entered the room is a puppy. To make this claim justifiably, she 
must first determine whether the dog is young. And to do this she must 
already have in mind the characteristics that young dogs possess—for in- 
stance, oversized feet and an excitable personality. Likewise, Nielsen is 
arguing, theists can claim that the being whose commands they follow is 
God, and thus is an acceptable ethical authority, only if they can determine 
(possibly in addition to other things) that this being is good. But this can be 
accomplished only if they already have in mind a concept of goodness by 
which this being can be judged. Thus, again, theists must admit that their 
own ethical intuitions are the ultimate ethical standard. 

Is Nielsen correct? First, it must be emphasized that Nielsen’s argument 
applies only to those theists who maintain that ethical truth originates to- 
tally in God—for example, from within God’s own divine nature. His com- 
ments are not relevant to those theists (noted earlier) who maintain that 
although ethical truth is in some sense dependent on God, it is also in some 
sense independent of God. 

What, though, of those theists who hold that ethical truth does originate 
totally in God? Is Nielsen’s argument compelling in this case? It may well be 
true that many theists maintain that God is good because the attitudes and 
actions of the being in question are consistent with their own ethical sensi- 
bilities. That is, it may well be true that many theists generally judge God to 
be good by ethical standards possessed before this judgment is made. But to 
grant Nielsen this much seems innocuous. The crucial part of his thesis is his 
contention that the ethical criteria used by theists to evaluate God’s goodness 
constitute an ethical standard that is separate from, and more fundamental 
than, the basic ethical beliefs of the divine code-giver being judged. 

However, it is not clear that theists need grant Nielsen this point. The 
ethical criteria by which theists judge the goodness of God are “separate” 
and “more fundamental” in the sense required by Nielsen only if they are 
formulated by each theist apart from divine influence. But Judeo-Christian 
theology, for example, has traditionally maintained that humans are divine 
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creations. More specifically, it has traditionally been held that the basic eth- 
ical principles that we as humans find ourselves affirming, as creatures 
made in God’s image, are actually divine in origin. In exactly what sense 
this is so, as we shall see, differs among theists. Yet if such principles are 
in any sense divine in origin, then it is not clear that theists need grant in 
the last analysis that they judge God by an ethical standard that is separate 
from, and more ultimate than, God’s. They can claim, rather, that they judge 
God by a standard that God himself has brought about that they possess. In 
short, it appears that by affirming the “divine” origin of their own ethical 
sensibilities, theists can grant that they judge the goodness of God by their 
own ethical standards and yet justifiably deny that their own personally for- 
mulated ethical code is the final seat of ethical authority.” 

Nielsen, of course, does not accept this religious understanding of the 
origin of humanity’s basic ethical intuitions, but this is not relevant. Nielsen 
is not assessing the truth or falsity of theists’ beliefs concerning God’s exist- 
ence, attitudes, or actions. His contention, rather, is that theists cannot 
consistently maintain that their ethical decisions are based on an ethical 
standard ultimately independent of human thought, even if they make cer- 
tain religious assumptions. However, it seems this contention can be coun- 
tered successfully. 


THE ACQUISITION OF RELIGIOUSLY BASED ETHICAL TRUTH 


Let us assume, then, for the sake of argument, that theists can justifiably 
maintain not only that ethical truth originates in God but also that such 
truth is authoritative for this reason. This still leaves us with the question of 
how theists acquire this ethical insight. 

Three distinct, although not mutually exclusive, methods of acquisition 
are mentioned most frequently. First, theists often claim that God has com- 
municated ethical truths through some form of written revelation—for ex- 
ample, the Bible or the Koran. Opinions differ widely on the extent to which 
God is thought to have been directly involved in the production of this rev- 
elation. Some believe God is directly responsible for every word; others be- 
lieve God is responsible for the basic concepts; and still others believe that 
God is responsible only for helping to collate the most accurate human eth- 
ical insights. But many, if not most, theists hold that written revelation is a 
very important source of information about the ethical principles by which 
God wants us to live. 

It is here, though, that conservative Jewish and Christian theists—those 
who believe the Torah or Bible to be a clear, direct communication from 
God—run into a well-known dilemma. The problem is that, at face value, 
some of the actions attributed to God appear to be ethically questionable. 
For example, in Numbers 31 it is God who declares that all members of an 
enemy tribe are to be killed by the Israelites, and then decides how to di- 
vide up the thirty-two thousand virgin girls who were not destroyed. And 
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in I Chronicles 21, it appears that God brings it about that seventy thousand 
individuals die solely to punish King David, and not because of any wrong- 
doing on their part. 

Some conservative theists respond by separating the ethical principles 
by which God operates from those applicable to human behavior. God, it is 
argued, has created a consistent, thoughtful ethical standard for humans—a 
standard that, if followed, will bring about what God desires and the great- 
est fulfillment for all. But God is not bound by such a standard: God can do 
whatever God wants for whatever reasons God possesses, and such actions 
are ethically justifiable simply because it is God who has performed them.“ 

Of course, this contention generates obvious questions: If God operates 
by a different ethical standard, how can God remain the object of our ethical 
admiration? We might well obey a being who has created rules for us be- 
cause we recognize that these rules maximize human fulfillment or because 
we fear the rule-giver. But could we truly worship or revere a being who not 
only could but did violate the most basic ethical concepts by which we have 
been told (and created to feel) we should live? 

Many theists think the answer is no. They deny that two distinct stan- 
dards exist. Of course, they grant, God has created some ethical tenets that 
apply only to humans. For example, rules related to the well-being of our 
physical bodies are not relevant to God because God has no such body. 
However, the basic ethical principles God has communicated to us are the 
same ethical principles that also “guide” God's activity. Accordingly, they 
conclude, if we could see the whole picture from God's perspective—if we 
were aware of all the contextual factors—-we would see that everything God 
has actually said and done is consistent with God's nature, which is loving 
in the basic manner in which we understand the term.” 

Second (to return to our primary question of how theists acquire their 
ethical beliefs), some theists, in the Christian “natural law” tradition of 
Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274) and the Islamic “natural law” tradition of Abu 
Mansur al-Maturidi (853-944) and Averroes (1126-1198), continue to believe 
that human reason is capable of discovering divine ethical truth and freely 
acting upon it. According to this perspective, God is the ultimate source of 
all ethical knowledge. That is, God establishes the ultimate distinction be- 
tween good and evil. However, as the result of being created in God’s image, 
our human nature possesses the rational capacities to comprehend aspects 
of this eternal ethical standard without the assistance of revelation and to 
deduce from these principles how to act. For instance, we can clearly de- 
termine that some behaviors are always wrong. Al-Maturidi maintains that 
we can deduce from the fact that we by nature work hard for our property 
that stealing is wrong. And Thomists maintain that we can deduce from our 
natural tendency to protect young children and the fact that we all desire to 
avoid pain that God does not sanction the killing of innocent children. 

This doesn’t mean, it is acknowledged, that determining the right form 
of behavior will always be easily evident to all, as the implications of these 
established moral precepts can be hard to work out. And our attempts 
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to deduce correct behavior can be thwarted by strong emotion or evil 
dispositions. 

Moreover, natural law theorists are normally also quick to point out, 
such ethical reflection is not a more trustworthy avenue for discerning eth- 
ical truth than written revelation. In fact, many have acknowledged that writ- 
ten revelation must be given precedence in the event of a conflict. However, 
although written revelation is sufficient for giving us God’s basic ethical per- 
spective, it is not always necessary. So this doesn’t negate the fact that reflec- 
tion on the nature of things allows us to discover much about God’s basic 
ethical standards and their application to our daily lives.” 

Third, as has been implicitly stated, some theists also claim that divine 
ethical truth is at least in part innate. Each of us, they maintain, has been cre- 
ated in the “image of God,” including God’s “ethical image.” And this means 
that our basic ethical intuitions—for example, the belief that we should not 
kill innocent children—automatically mirror God’s basic ethical perspec- 
tives. As Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) and others rightly noted, such innate 
intuitions may require some external illumination before we become con- 
sciously aware of them.” We may, for instance, need to understand what a 
child is, and what killing means, before we become consciously aware of the 
fact that killing children is wrong. Moreover, not all available ethical insight 
comes to us in this fashion; written revelation and reason are also necessary. 
But some of the basic ethical principles we believe to be true, these theists 
argue, were not “learned.” We, as divine creations, were simply “born” with 
them. 

There is, however, a seemingly serious problem that proponents of all 
three of these modes of acquiring divine ethical truth must face. Why is 
there so much ethical diversity among theists? That is, why do seemingly 
sincere, knowledgeable theists differ significantly on so many issues related 
to human thought and action? If theists have access to basic ethical truth, as 
they claim, why is there not greater ethical consensus? 

Some of this diversity can, of course, be reasonably attributed to the 
diversity in religious perspectives themselves. It is true that proponents of 
almost all religions claim to have access to ethical truth through written 
revelation, reason, and/or inborn awareness. However, given that religious 
perspectives differ not only with respect to the content of their “written rev- 
elations” but also with respect to the role that innate awareness and rational 
reflection can play in the discovery of truth, it should not be surprising 
that there exists a great deal of ethical diversity in the general religious 
community. 

What can be said, though, about the significant amount of ethical diver- 
sity that remains within various religions—for instance, within the Judeo- 
Christian or Islamic perspective? Such diversity can be explained in part 
by distinguishing between basic ethical principles and their practical appli- 
cation. Consider, for instance, the question of the moral boundaries in our 
treatment of those who are terminally ill. There will be little debate within 
most religious perspectives at the level of principle. Conscientious theists, 
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it will be held, ought to respond in a just, caring manner. But what does 
this mean in practice? Is it morally justifiable to keep someone comfortable 
while dying, even if the medications used to do so inhibit respiration and 
therefore hasten death? Or is it morally justifiable to use a form of palliative 
sedation that induces an unconscious mental state to keep a dying person 
comfortable, even if doing so ends forever this person’s conscious life? While 
few deny such actions are caring, sincere theists within many religions dis- 
agree (sometimes strongly) on the question of whether these forms of “com- 
fort care” are just. In short, because the general ethical principles of most 
religions allow for varied application, the fact that we encounter some di- 
verse ethical behavior, even within a given religious perspective, is to be 
expected. 

Ethical diversity within a given religion is also at times clearly a function 
of differing “factual” assumptions. Abortion is a good example. Most in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition affirm the same relevant ethical principles: for in- 
stance, that taking an innocent life is wrong. What they differ on is whether 
a zygote or a fetus at a given stage of development is sufficiently human to 
fall within the protective bounds of this principle. 

Even granting, though, that some diversity can be explained in these 
ways, the basic tension remains in that some theists within any given re- 
ligious tradition differ on the basic “innate” or “rational” principles them- 
selves. For example, while some Christians, Jews, and Muslims believe it 
is never right to use life-threatening force, others believe this is justified 
in times of war or to defend an innocent person. Some support embryonic 
stem-cell research; others see this as an unacceptable manipulation of life. 
Some see gay marriage as compatible with their religious traditions; others 
don’t. Some view our current treatment of the natural environment as im- 
moral; others see it as acceptable stewardship. And while some proponents 
of given religions believe that men and women should function as equals in 
all contexts, other adherents to the same religions maintain that men must 
still exercise authority over women, especially in the home and church. Can 
diversity of this fundamental sort justifiably be viewed as compatible with 
the contention that the proponents of a given religion have access to author- 
itative ethical truth? 

In response, many theists emphasize the important distinction between 
affirming different basic ethical principles and ranking the same basic ethical 
principles differently. Take, for example, the case of Christians who were 
hiding Jews in their homes during World War II. When the Nazis came to 
ask if Jews were within, some Christians thought it right to lie while oth- 
ers did not. But the issue here was not primarily one of principle. All of the 
Christians involved thought it was their God-sanctioned duty both to pro- 
tect innocent lives and not to lie. They differed on the question of which prin- 
ciple was properly to be given precedence in this case. 

Other theists hold that the human ability to identify divine ethical prin- 
ciples accurately has been severely damaged by “the fall”—that is, by a break 
in the relationship between humans and God that was precipitated by an act 
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of rebellion by humans. Thus, they claim that although many of us at times 
are able to discern with relative accuracy the ethical principles affirmed by 
God, some of us will inevitably be unable to do so, or at least be unable to do 
so consistently.” 

Finally, those theists who maintain that some ethical truth is “inborn” 
often emphasize the significance of cultural conditioning. It is one thing, 
they argue, to say that each human has some basic understanding of the di- 
vine ethical law, but quite another thing to say that such an understanding 
will always be consciously felt as predominant. Individuals are greatly influ- 
enced by their culture. If, for instance, they are raised in a culture where 
stealing or cheating or lying is condoned, they will have a strong disposition 
to believe it is right to engage in such activities. They might have some vague 
feeling that such actions are wrong, but it need not be held that this “divine 
perspective” will always be most influential.” 

Of course, even if all this is granted, pervasive ethical diversity among 
and within religious perspectives still leaves us with the following question: 
Which religious ethical standard most closely resembles God’s standard? 
And, this surely is an important question in that much strife historically has 
been the result of individuals or groups acting on what they perceived to be 
the correct set of divinely sanctioned ethical principles. In fact, it is so impor- 
tant that it may well be true that the reality of pervasive diversity stands as a 
good reason for theists to periodically reassess their ethical beliefs (and the 
behavior such beliefs generate). That is, such diversity may well stand as a 
real challenge to ethical dogmatism, especially in action. 

We must be careful, though, to keep all this in perspective. There is di- 
versity in the methods used both by proponents of different religions and 
those within each religion to acquire ethical truth and in the “truths” alleg- 
edly acquired. However, just as the reality of diversity in political opinion 
does not necessarily require us to become political relativists or skeptics, the 
reality of ethical diversity does not necessarily require us to become ethical 
relativists or skeptics. Ethical diversity ought to be recognized and consid- 
ered by theists as they put their ethical beliefs into action. But acknowledged 
diversity doesn’t invalidate justified belief. Thus, it does not follow from the 
fact that theists acknowledge the reality of ethical diversity that they cannot 
justifiably claim that there exists any ethical truth, that such truth is divine 
in origin, or even that they have access to it. 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF RELIGIOUSLY BASED ETHICAL TRUTH 


What does all this mean for those individuals who are not religious? 
Nontheistic and explicitly atheistic ethical systems abound. If theists are 
correct in holding that ethical truth originates in God and that they have 
access to such truth, what are the implications for those who do not be- 
lieve in God (or at least deny that ethical truth is in any sense dependent 
on God)? 
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Does it mean, for instance, that those who do not believe ethical truth 
is in any sense dependent on God cannot meaningfully communicate about 
matters of moral significance with those who do? Most theists do not hold 
this to be the case. That is, they do not claim that one must believe in God (or 
believe ethical truth is dependent on God) to be aware of any of God’s basic 
ethical beliefs. Most maintain, rather, that God has created all individuals 
with an “inborn” understanding of, or the rational ability to discover, certain 
basic ethical principles, and that the mutual possession of these principles 
allows for meaningful ethical dialogue between the two groups, even if non- 
theists do not recognize the “divine” origin of their basic ethical beliefs.” 

However, a significant question remains: Can a nonreligious person, or 
anyone else who does not believe ethical truth to be dependent on God, jus- 
tifiably affirm ethical absolutes? That is, can someone who does not ground 
ethical truth in God justifiably claim that some actions are wrong (or right) 
for all persons at all times and places? In reality, of course, most nonreli- 
gious individuals do affirm ethical absolutes, The vast majority believe, for 
instance, that innocent children ought, in principle, never to be tortured. But 
can such absolutes be justifiably affirmed? Does it not follow rather, in the 
words of Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), that “everything is permissible if God 
does not exist?” 

In response, Nielsen argues that the “nonexistence of God does not 
preclude the possibility of there being an objective standard on which to 
base moral judgments.” There are, he tells us, “good reasons, of a perfectly 
mundane sort, why we should have the institution of morality as we now 
have it. ... Morality has an objective rationale in complete independence of 
religion.” 

So what is this “objective rationale” that is independent of religion? 
Such objectivity, Nielsen maintains, can be founded on ethical beliefs such 
as “happiness is good” and “all persons should be treated fairly” because 
such beliefs are not only ethical principles that most persons intuitively 
know to be true, but also principles that, if put into practice, are normally 
most advantageous for all involved. 

Suppose, however, that it is pragmatically advantageous for individuals 
to treat others unfairly—for example, to cheat on their taxes—and that they 
therefore do so. Or suppose that individuals claim to have radically different 
ethical intuitions—for example, claims that lying and stealing are right. On 
what basis can such persons be judged ethically wrong? Nielsen is aware of 
such difficulties. For instance, he admits that he cannot prove that happi- 
ness is good, arguing that he “can only appeal to our sense of psychological 
realism to persuade us to admit intellectually what in practice we acknowl- 
edge.” And he admits that he cannot prove that fairness is always the most 
advantageous principle to employ, but argues that “to be moral involves re- 
specting [human] rights.” Or, as he phrases this point in another context, 
unless such a principle is affirmed, there can be “[no] understanding of the 
concept of morality, [no] understanding of what it is to take the moral point 
of view.” 
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Is Nielsen correct? Has he offered us a sound nontheistic basis for ob- 
jective morality? As we consider this question, it is first important to realize 
that Nielsen is clearly not defining “objective morality” as it is usually de- 
fined by theists. For most theists, absolute (objective) ethical principles are 
nonexperientially grounded (a priori) statements that are true for all per- 
sons at all times in all places. For Nielsen, “absolute” ethical principles are 
experientially grounded (a posteriori) statements that ought, on the basis of 
rational considerations, to be affirmed at present by everyone. Thus, while 
most theists see “Thou shalt not kill” as a timeless truth affirmed by, but 
not founded on, human reasoning, Nielsen sees this ethical principle as a 
truth that all individuals ought to affirm, at present, on the basis of rational 
thought. 

However, does this not make Nielsen's “objective” ethical perspective 
quite relative to the obvious variations in human thought and the amount 
of relevant data being considered? In response, Nielsen is willing to admit 
that if ethical principles are solely the product of human thought, then they 
are to a certain degree relative in this sense. However, to maintain that eth- 
ical truth is relative can also be taken to mean that there is no objective basis 
for preferring one ethical perspective to another—that what is right in every 
case is solely a function of what each individual personally thinks is right. 
It can be taken to mean, for example, that there is no stronger objective basis 
for favoring capital punishment than for opposing it. Obviously, Nielsen 
does want to deny that his ethic is relative in this sense. He believes, as we 
have seen, that given the human desire for happiness, and given that there 
are good pragmatic reasons for believing that certain forms of behavior will 
generally help us reach this goal, nontheists do have an objective basis in 
some contexts for saying most people should behave in certain ways most 
of the time. 

Some continue to claim, though, that to base ethical beliefs on common 
elements in human thought or experience is to confuse factual and ethical 
issues—to deduce unjustifiably that people ought to affirm certain ethical 
norms solely from the observable fact that such norms are affirmed. In re- 
sponse, Nielsen grants that we cannot simply “deduce that people ought to 
do something from discovering that they do it or seek it any more than we 
can conclude from the proposition that a being exists whom people call God 

: that we ought to do whatever that being commands.” However, he adds, “we 
do justify moral claims by an appeal to factual claims, and there is a close 
connection between what human beings desire on reflection and what they 
deem to be good.” 

It appears that Nielsen is at least partially correct on this point. The ma- 
jority of philosophers agree that neither the religious nor the nonreligious 
individual can directly deduce an ought from an is. But it does seem that 
religious as well as nonreligious individuals justify their ethical claims at 
least in part by appealing to factual contentions—for example, by appealing 
to certain claims about the nature of God, natural human desires, or shared 
ethical intuitions.” i 
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Moreover, even if we reject Nielsen's basis for an objective nonreligious 
morality, it is not clear that a nonreligious person is committed to radical 
ethical relativism. It may be that nonreligiously based ethical norms must 
be somewhat relative to the context to which they apply, or must at least be 
more relative than religiously based norms. However, to establish the total 
relativity of nonreligiously based ethics—to establish that ethical truth for 
the nonreligious person is nothing more than personal preference—it must 
be demonstrated that there exists no rational basis for humanity (all rational 
individuals) in general to affirm any given ethical norm. And it does not 
appear that this has yet been done. In fact, even some theists think it is mis- 
guided to attempt to do so. Louis Pojman (1935-2005), for instance, agrees 
with Nielsen that “secular morality based on a notion of the good life is in- 
spiring in itself, for it promotes human flourishing and can be shown to be 
in all of our interests, whether or not God exists.””° l 

Even granting this fact, if ethical truth is solely a human invention—if 
there exists no ultimate standard of value apart from our human perspec- 
tive—can life have any real meaning? Or, to state the question differently, is 
it at least true, as some theists have claimed, that belief in God is necessary if 
life is to have any significant purpose? 

To answer this question, we must more clearly understand what theists 
have in mind when they claim that ethical relativism leads to “meaning- 
lessness.” Most argue at the very least that nontheists can posit no ultimate 
purpose for the universe as a whole. Hans Kiing (b. 1928), for example, main- 
tains that “by denying God, man decides against an ultimate reason, sup- 
port, and end of reality.”” This contention, however, has limited significance. 
Although it may be true that some nontheists need to be reminded that a 
godless universe is ultimately nonpurposeful, thoughtful nontheists readily 
acknowledge this fact. 

Some theists, however, have wanted to go further by arguing that once non- 
theists realize that there exists no ultimate purpose for the universe as a whole, 
they will no longer experience any personal meaning. Rather, in the words 
of Küng, they will be exposed “quite personally to the danger of an ultimate 
abandonment, menace and decay, resulting in doubt, fear, even despair.” 

Not surprisingly, however, most nontheists do not find this line of rea- 
soning compelling. First, although they grant that some nontheists may ex- 
perience a loss of personal meaning when they come to recognize that there 
exists no ultimate cosmic meaning in a godless universe, they deny that this 
is the case for most. 

More importantly, however, nontheists argue that this type of “head- 
counting” approach to the question of personal meaning begs the ques- 
tion by its very nature. They do not deny that many theists have found in 
their own experience a significant tie between cosmic and personal mean- 
ing. They do not deny, for example, that many theists truly hold, with St. 
Augustine (354-430), that the human “heart” is restless until it finds its rest 
in God. In fact, many nontheists do not even deny that theists are justified in 
maintaining that some such connection exists. 
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The key issue, they point out, is not what the theist can rationally affirm; 
the issue is what the nontheist can rationally affirm. And here, it is argued, 
the burden of proof clearly lies with the theist. What the theist must estab- 
lish is not that she is justified in claiming that she would possess no personal 
meaning if there were no God or even that some nontheists also feel this way. 
What the theist must establish is that nontheists who deny cosmic meaning 
but still claim to possess personal meaning are not justified in maintaining 
this position. And this, most nontheists contend, the theist has not done. In 
fact, given that there appears to be no widespread scientific (psychological 
or physiological) or logical support for the claim that one cannot justifiably 
claim to have personal meaning if one denies cosmic meaning, most nonthe- 
ists do not see how the theist could even attempt to establish such a connec- 
tion in a non—question-begging manner. 

It appears the nontheist is correct, at least given the manner in which 
he has structured the debate. A nonreligious worldview may require some 
reworking of the traditional concept of personal meaning. Some nonthe- 
ists may in fact not experience personal meaning. But it does not appear 
to follow necessarily from this that nontheists cannot justifiably affirm an 
enduring sense of personal meaning. A separate argument is needed for 
this end, an argument that does not already assume the truth of what is to 
be proved. 


CURRENT ISSUES 


One approach to ethics to which philosophers have recently been giving 


considerable attention is called virtue ethics, and this has carried over into the 
religious realm.” To understand any aspect of this discussion, we must first 
bring to the forefront the well-known distinction between what individuals 
do and why they do it. Consider, for example, the following situations. 


Case A: One day while walking to the post office, Grandmother Smith 
trips and falls. Tim is cycling past on his way to a ball game and sees 
what occurs. Because he is late, he momentarily considers riding on. But 
this thought is quickly replaced by his concern for Grandmother Smith’s 
welfare. Thus, he stops, helps her up, and makes sure she is not hurt be- 
fore continuing on his way. 


Case B: One day while walking to the post office, Grandmother Smith 
trips and falls. Bill, who is cycling by on his way to a ball game for which 
he is late, observes the event, but he has no intention of stopping. He is 
late for his game, but even more importantly, he dislikes Grandmother 
Smith. Thus, he is actually pleased that she has fallen. However, just 
as he is ready to leave the scene, he notices at a distance a person who 
looks very much like the pastor of his church, and he fears that this 
person has seen Grandmother Smith fall and will see him riding away 
without helping. Thus, Bill stops, helps her up, and makes sure she is 
not hurt before riding on. 
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The observable behavior in each case is identical. Grandmother Smith 
has fallen, and a young man has stopped to help. Hence, any ethical theory 
stating that ethical judgment should be based solely on observable behavior 
would have to consider the actions of Tim and Bill as ethically equivalent. 
But for many of us in the Western ethical tradition, this would not be accept- 
able. We are happy with the “ethical output” in each case—we are glad 
Grandmother Smith has been helped. But our ethical assessment of Bill and 
Tim would not solely, or even primarily, be based on their observable beha- 
vior. It would be based primarily, or at least significantly, on our assessment 
of their “ethical input’—their motivation or intentions. And in this regard 
Bill and Tim do differ significantly. Tim wanted to help; Bill did not. 

It is possible, however, to discuss this difference in ethical input in terms 
of either duty or virtue (virtuous character). In terms of duty, we might say 
that Tim’s behavior is praiseworthy because he desired to act in accordance 
with the recognized ethical duty to help those in need, while Bill deserves 
no commendation because his actions were not motivated by this or any 
other relevant ethical duty. In terms of virtue, we might say that Tim alone 
deserves praise because his behavior was an expression of a virtuous char- 
acter trait—for example, benevolence. 

Of course, these two ways of describing ethical input are not mutually 
exclusive; in fact, it seems to many that both are necessary to a full under- 
standing of ethical behavior. However, there has recently been a great deal 
of interest in whether we should view duty or virtue as the more basic (or 
primary) ethical concept. Those wanting to emphasize duty argue that it is 
because we have a duty to do something that our intention to do it is vir- 
tuous. Or, to state this point more formally, they argue that it is because we 
have a basic disposition to want to act in accordance with recognized duties 
that we can be said to have a praiseworthy character. In terms of our cur- 

‘rent illustration, this would be to say that Tim’s desire to help Grandmother 
Smith is virtuous because he acted in accordance with the recognized duty 
to help those in need. 

Those wanting to emphasize virtue argue instead that we have the eth- 
ical duty to act, or refrain from acting, in certain ways because such duties 
are expressions of virtuous character traits. In terms of our illustration, this 
would be to say that Tim can be praised for fulfilling his ethical duty to 
attempt to help Grandmother Smith because this duty is the expression of 
his benevolent character. Still other philosophers see neither duty nor virtue 
as primary, but rather as two partially overlapping and mutually interde- 
pendent perspectives on ethics. - 

The relevance of this question for religious ethics is obvious. The discus- 
sion of traditional ethical issues in this chapter has generally been couched 
in terms of ethical principles, which can quite plausibly be understood to be 
statements describing ethical duties. That is, it might appear from the tone of 
this chapter that to be ethical from a religious perspective is to act in accord- 
ance with the revealed rules (duties) that have their grounding in God. But 
the recent interest in virtue ethics has led some to conceive of religious ethics 
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differently. Specifically, they no longer conceive of ethical activity primarily 
in terms of doing what God wants, or even wanting to do what God wants, 
but rather in terms of being the type of person God wants us to be.” 

To help make this distinction clearer, let us consider the common reli- 
gious belief that we should love one another. In the traditional framework of 
a duty ethic, the theist’s primary task is to apply this principle to each aspect 
of daily life. Such a process, of course, is in part contextual. For instance, 
how one responds in love to a three-year-old throwing a tantrum or to an 
unhelpful store clerk is allowed to differ from situation to situation. But in 
each case the theist’s task is to determine consciously what would be the 
most loving response. 

Under a virtue ethic, however, the situation is fundamentally different. 
The essence of ethical activity is not seen as conscious adherence to a set of 
duties. Specifically, the key to ethical living is not thought to be something 
that can be abstracted from the religious tradition and rationally applied to 
culture. The essence of ethical living is to be religious—for example, to be 
Christian or to be Islamic. We must become part of a tradition—a faith com- 
munity—in which the character of this community—its intentions, desires, 
and values—becomes our own. We will then quite naturally find ourselves 
living as we should. Or stated differently, once we become religious, we will 
act in a proper religious manner. The development of our religious character 
occurs prior to the realization of our religious duty. 

This perspective also leads, not surprisingly, to deemphasizing the tra- 
ditional philosophical responses to ethical issues. For example, many theists 
have traditionally thought it important to respond to the problem of evil: 
Why does there exist so much seemingly unnecessary pain and suffering 
in a world allegedly created by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good 
being? But, in the words of one influential Christian “virtue ethicist,” for a 
Christian to even attempt to answer this question “is a mistake.” Evil is not 
“a metaphysical problem needing a solution” but rather a “practical chal- 
lenge needing a response.” And the appropriate response is a “community 
of care which [makes] it possible to absorb the destructive terror of evil that 
constantly threatens to destroy all human relations.” 

There are, of course, many theists who think both duty and virtue are 
important ethical concepts. But the emphasis on virtue ethics appears to be 
something that will have an impact on the nature of religious ethics for the 
foreseeable future. 

Another approach to ethics to which philosophers are also giving in- 
creasing attention has come to be called feminist ethics. Given the widely di- 
vergent interpretations of what constitutes feminism itself, it should not be 
surprising that there is no unambiguous understanding of what constitutes 
this approach to ethics. But there are some points on which almost all who 
claim to be “doing” ethics of this type agree. 

All feminist approaches to ethics maintain that the traditional ethical 
theories, whether utilitarian or rights-based, are inadequate. Most impor- 
tant, it is argued that traditional Western ethical theories are male-biased in 
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the sense of uniformly “representing the experiences of men, not women.” 
Specifically, Alison Jaggar tells us, these theories have “either devalued or 
ignored issues or spheres of life that are associated with women...wom- 
en’s virtues have been seen as less significant than those associated with 
men; women’s work has gone unrecognized or its creativity has been un- 
appreciated; the abuse of women and children, especially girls, has been 
ignored.” 

Moreover, although feminists differ on the extent to which any ethical 
system needs general moral rules from which we can deduce appropriate 
behavior in specific contexts, there is general agreement that traditional eth- 
ical systems rely too heavily on abstract generalized principles applied to 
hypothetical situations, often at the expense of the immediate needs of ac- 
tual individuals. 

Finally, feminists hold that the recognition of, and respect for, wom- 
en’s moral experience is indispensable in that such experience enables us to 
identify “previously unrecognized ethical issues ...introduce fresh perspec- 
tives on issues already acknowledged as having an ethical dimension...and 
[counter] traditional stereotypes of women as less than full moral agents, as 
childlike or close to nature.” 

It should not be surprising, accordingly, that feminist ethics is overtly 
“political”—that is, it is concerned with the actual rules and regulations that 
govern our human interaction. This should not be construed to mean that 
proponents of feminist ethics do not concern themselves with theoretical 
issues. They explicitly acknowledge the need to “develop theoretical under- 
standings of the nature of morality that treat women’s moral experience re- 
spectfully but not uncritically.”” But “fully feminist ethicists are committed, 
first and foremost, to the elimination of women’s subordination—and that 
of other oppressed persons—in all of its manifestations.” In other words, 
feminists desire not only to theoretically “unmask and challenge the oppres- 
sion, discrimination and exclusion that women have faced,” but also to influ- 
ence relevant public policy.” 

As is true of feminist ethics in general, religious or theological feminist 
ethics is quite divergent in nature and scope. But again several common fac- 
tors are apparent. 

First, and foremost, religious feminists believe it is necessary to iden- 
tify in the traditional theological ethical systems those “powers and forces, 
the structures and practices that oppress women.” Many, if not most, reli- 
gions, it is argued, continue to deny equal ethical status to both men and 
women. Within a few branches of conservative Christianity, for instance, 
the first woman (Eve) is still viewed as the one ultimately responsible for 
evil. But even within those religions where this is not the case, men are still 
often considered more “rational” than women and thus more responsible for 
creating and/or interpreting the ethical standards by which we are to live, 
standards that are often quite different for women than for men. Men are 
told not to take advantage of others as they strive to accomplish their goals; 
women are often explicitly or implicitly told to give of themselves so that 
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others (especially men) can accomplish their goals. Men are asked to control 
their sexual behavior; women are still often encouraged to remain totally 
pure in thought and deed. Men are encouraged to make the ultimate deci- 
sions; women are encouraged to offer helpful advice. Moreover, religious 
feminists emphasize, it is not enough simply to identify this sort of male bias 
in religious ethics: such bias must be openly challenged.” 

In addition to this “deconstructive” project, there is also the desire on the 
part of most religious feminists to “reconstruct” a religious ethical perspec- 
tive compatible with basic feminist tenets. Specifically, there is an attempt to 
construct an ethic that not only frees women from patriarchal oppression, 
but also encourages women’s self-affirmation as equal participants in the 
religious and ethical arenas. Such attempted reconstruction, though, takes 
various forms. Some religious feminists base their efforts on the assumption 
that since “all men and all male thought and action are different from and 
opposed to all women and all female thought and action,” what men have 
said and done in the area of religious ethical theory (as in all other areas) 
must be repudiated. Accordingly, they have as their goal to create a wholly 
new religious ethic, one based on the concepts and language that arise from 
women’s experiences.” 

Other feminists, however, reject the contention that the traditional the- 
ological ethical systems are necessarily hostile to the interests of women. 
Some Christian feminists have argued, for instance, that aspects of the man- 
ner in which the early Christian church envisioned the relationships among 
those with unequal power are quite compatible with contemporary feminist 
thought.* Thus, as those in this camp see it, what must be done is to identify 
and challenge those aspects of the traditional systems that discriminate on 
the basis of gender, while retaining those aspects that are inclusive of wom- 
en’s experience.“ 

There are, not surprisingly, some theists who believe that theological 
feminists place too much emphasis on gender equality—that is, that they 
wrongly identify gender equality as the primary factor in assessing the 
value of a religious ethical tradition. But few theists today deny that male 
bias continues to exist to some extent and thus that the feminist concerns 
noted must be taken seriously. 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. What do you think most theists really mean when they say that ethical truth has 
its origin in God? Given this interpretation, are theists still open to the charge 
that God’s commands could be arbitrary and capricious? 


2. How do you make ethical decisions? What part, if any, does belief in God play in 
this approach to ethical decision making? 


3. Why does Kai Nielsen believe that the religious person’s ethical standard is ul- 
timately based on her own ethical intuitions, not God’s commands? How do 
theists respond? 
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4, Why does ethical pluralism—the wide variety of ethical perspectives—pose a 
challenge for religious ethics? Which of the responses to such pluralism dis- 
cussed in this chapter do you find most convincing? 


5. Is belief in God necessary for life to have ultimate meaning? 


6. Why do some claim that ethics must be totally relative if there is no God? Briefly 
outline and assess Kai Nielsen’s response to this claim. 


7. Those theists who consider the Torah or Bible to be a trustworthy source of 
information about God must grapple with the seemingly questionable behavior 
sometimes attributed to God in these texts. Which of the responses discussed 


did you find most convincing? Why? 


8. What is “virtue ethics”? Do you think “virtue” or “duty” is the more basic eth- 
ical concept? Why? 


9. Do you think that religious individuals behave more ethically than nonreligious 
individuals? If not, is the opposite true? 


10. Is the world, on balance, a better place because of the role religion has played in 
ethical behavior? 


11. Do you agree with religious feminists that the traditional ethical systems have 
been (continue to be) male-biased? Why or why not? 
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CHAPTER 16 


THE CONTINUING QUEST 


God and the Human Venture 





Osora philosopher J. L. Mackie (1917-1981) writes: 


It is my view that the question whether there is or is not a god can and should 
be discussed rationally and reasonably, and that such discussion can be re- 
warding, in that it can yield definite results. This is a genuine, meaningful 
question, and an important one—too important for us to take sides about it 
casually or arbitrarily. Neither the affirmative nor the negative answer is ob- 
viously right, but the issue is not so obscure that relevant considerations of 
argument and evidence cannot be brought to bear upon it. 


These words begin Mackie’s book The Miracle of Theism. As the title suggests, 
Mackie thinks it is astonishing—or, to speak in hyperbole, “miraculous”— 
that theism has endured for centuries as a credible idea in the minds of intelli- 
gent people. For him, when the arguments and evidence are fairly evaluated, 
it is more reasonable to believe that theism is false than that it is true. 

Many influential philosophers, past and present, have argued that 
theism is unacceptable: Lucretius (c. 99-55 Bce), David Hume (1711-1776), 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), W. K. Clifford (1845-1879), Bertrand Russell 
(1872-1970), Antony Flew (b. 1923), Michael Martin (b. 1932), William Rowe 
(b. 1931), and many more. Of course, equally distinguished philosophers has 
argued. that, when all relevant considerations are weighed, it is rational to 
hold theistic belief: the names of Augustine (354-430), Anselm (1033-1109), 
Aquinas (c. 1224-1274), René Descartes (1596-1650), Richard Swinburne, (b. 
1934), William Alston (1921-2009), and Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) merely begin 
the list of highly esteemed theistic philosophers. 

Throughout this book, we have investigated many issues relevant to 
a full-scale discussion of theism: the significance of religious experience, 
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the viability of arguments for and against God’s existence, the question of 
whether rational argument is relevant or necessary to the acceptance of the- 
ism, the problem of how religious statements are meaningful, the difficulty 
of making sense of the concept of miracle, the puzzle of a plurality of other 
religious belief systems all making claims to truth, and many more. Beyond 
the topics treated in this introductory text, there are many other philosoph- 
ical considerations that may bear on the endeavor to form a reasonable opin- 
ion about religion, particularly theistic religion. 


THE INTELLECTUAL PROCESS 


All thoughtful people must raise and ponder these issues for themselves. 
Fortunately, there is a wealth of classical and contemporary material that 
helps us clarify key problems, identify important options, understand where 
burdens of proof lie, and indicate the most reasonable positions. We need the 
wisdom of past and present in addition to the best thinking we can bring to 
the task. 

We have been engaging in no less than a great dialogue, a dialogue that 
inquiring minds have carried on for centuries. The dialogue will continue as 
long as people seek deeper insight into religious beliefs and raise philosoph- 
ical questions about those beliefs, ensuring an exciting intellectual process 
of argument and counterargument Along with other works in the philos- 
ophy of religion, this text serves as evidence that human reason can mean- 
ingfully explore issues in religion. If religious beliefs are not subject to the 
earnest, objective approach of reason, then prospects for the human venture 
- are bleak indeed. 

Some might ask this question: If rational analysis is appropriate, are 
there limits to the philosophical investigation of religious belief? The answer 
here depends on how one takes this question. If the question is about psycho- 
logical limits, the answer may well be yes. Obviously, each individual or per- 
sonality type will have some idiosyncratic limitations. There may be points 
at which a given individual's cultural background, family upbringing, re- 
ligious convictions, capacity for abstract thought, motivation, and the like 
will surely produce some limitations. But these kinds of limits vary widely 
among individuals. 

However, if the question is about whether there are theoretical limits (or 
perhaps logical limits) to the rational investigation of religious belief, then the 
answer must be no. In principle, there is no fixed terminus or predetermined 
point at which investigation must stop. One lesson from intellectual history 
is clear: when someone declares a limit to thought in some area of human 
endeavor, someone else eventually goes beyond it. No person or group can 
prescribe for others the limits to their rational search, not even in matters of 
religion. 

Some will object that the vast mystery of God or Brahman or Nirvana 
or some other Ultimate Reality is in principle inaccessible to finite human 
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minds. Even if God is beyond our thoughts in certain respects, rational in- 
vestigation should largely be viewed inquiry into concepts of God and beliefs 
about God. It is the enterprise of trying to make our thoughts about God and 
related subjects clear and coherent, informed, and reasonable. God may well 
be infinite, but concepts and beliefs about God are not infinite and are en- 
tirely open to rational investigation. 

Although there are no theoretical limits to the human rational quest, 
our results will always be tentative and incomplete, capable of being revised 
and improved, as we move ahead. Yet this process is all we have. Even if 
some religious revelation is true or a certain religious vision is authentic, its 
credentials still must be rationally evaluated—and it must stand or fall in 
light of the arguments and evidence. The recognition of our own fallibility, 
as well as the strong proclivity of some religious dogmatists to claims of 
infallibility, suggests to us that the hope for progress is brightest when we 
strive diligently for objectivity, fairness, and tolerance. 


PHILOSOPHICAL ACTIVITY AND RELIGIOUS FAITH 


Although many people understand that religion is subject to rational ap- 
praisal, some insist that the results of philosophical inquiry are irrelevant 
or antithetical to authentic religious faith. Some will claim, for instance, that 
the process of abstract reasoning is not necessarily invested with the deep 
personal trust and total life orientation that is characteristic of devout re- 
ligious faith. Others will claim that the sacredness of the subject actually 
makes critical, penetrating inquiry disrespectful or blasphemous, or that it 
encourages unwholesome doubt. Reflecting on the first kind of objection, 
we can agree that there is a distinction between philosophical activity and 
vital religious faith. Philosophical interest in God is simply different from re- 
ligious interest in God, a different mode of human activity. Engaging in rig- 
orous analysis and argument seems to be neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
condition for a robust religious faith. Philosophical understanding is not a 
necessary condition for faith because some persons may not have the mental 
ability to engage in the sophisticated intellectual study of religion—and thus 
cannot produce any persuasive argument, say, for the existence of God—and 
yet may clearly possess religious faith. On the other hand, the philosoph- 
ical examination of religion is not a sufficient condition for religious faith be- 
cause some persons may be quite skilled in philosophical matters, able to 
advance impressive arguments in favor of God's existence, and not have re- 
ligious faith at all. They might be intellectually persuaded, for example, that 
Christianity or Islam is true and yet not commit themselves to the deities in 
those religions or be nonpracticing in those religions. 

Although the rigorous philosophical examination of religion is nei- 
ther necessary nor sufficient for religious faith, we should not suppose that 
faith is entirely divorced or separated from the rational process. It seems, 
rather, that religious faith (conceived as trust in a divine being and the like) 
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is predicated on at least some amount of rational thought—and perhaps 
on more thought than some might initially suspect. The particular form of 
rational thought involved is belief that a statement or proposition is true—a 
belief, as we now know, may be held in an epistemically basic way. Although 
many deem religious subject matter to be sacred, every major religion recog- 
nizes and encourages responsible thought. The major world religions have 
long histories of debate and discussion of their key doctrines and themes. 
Besides, nothing encourages intractable doubts as much as forbidding free 
and open inquiry. 

As we have seen, having faith in God involves having certain beliefs 
about God and how God relates to the world, although ordinary religious 
believers may not be fully conscious of their own beliefs or may not critically 
attend to those beliefs when acting as one of the faithful. Nevertheless, those 
beliefs are operative, and the same general principles and constraints for 
reasonable believing apply to them as they do to other human beliefs. This 
point is often punctuated when some religious believers realize that their 
own intellectual integrity depends on their beliefs conforming to some basic 
standards of rationality. They intentionally decide to probe and make good 
sense of their beliefs, to have their beliefs comport well with both logic and 
fact. Their religious faith is not, as Mark Twain once remarked, “believin’ 
what you know ain't so.” 

Whether or not religious believers are aware of the beliefs that under- 
gird their faith, those beliefs can still be abstracted and’ systematized for 
philosophical examination. To those beliefs, philosophy of religion applies 
standard methods of analysis and argument as well as insights from meta- 
physics, epistemology, and other fields of philosophy. Of course, this means 
that concerns such as consistency, coherence, and correspondence to the facts 
really do pertain to religious believing; it means that matters of plausibility 
and truth are very relevant. 

Nonbelievers, of course, might also fail to recognize the intellectual or 
belief component of faith. They may mistakenly characterize faith as a purely 
emotional response or as socially conditioned behavior and thus fail to per- 
ceive the underlying beliefs that are subject to intellectual investigation. They 
may reject religious belief without engaging it in a responsible rational pro- 
cess. So, in the end, anyone, believer or nonbeliever, considering the viability 
of a religious perspective must maintain a conscientious respect for the gen- 
eral intellectual standards that philosophy employs. These kinds of rational 
considerations must figure prominently into the decision as to whether a reli- 
gious faith is sensible and warranted or confused and unwarranted. 


WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 


This broad survey of philosophy of religion leaves each issue to be pursued 
in more depth and detail. And, beyond the core of issues, other fascinating 
topics also invite further reflection on classical theism. The “hiddenness of 
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God” is just one example of a fascinating topic to pursue. Another kind of 
topic pertains more specifically to the doctrines and beliefs unique to spe- 
cific historic religions. In the tradition of Christian theism, this enterprise 
has been called philosophical theology, a field that examines key doctrines 
such as atonement, trinity, heaven, and hell.? 

The philosophical study of the doctrines and concepts in other major 
religions is another direction for further study and fruitful reflection. In 
this text, for example, Hindu pantheism (or panentheism) was mentioned 
from time to time for the primary purposes of comparison and contrast 
with Western theism. But it would be wholly appropriate for a text anal- 
ogous to this one to be written on the religious beliefs emerging prima- 
rily from Hinduism. A more complete treatment of Hindu beliefs would, 
for example, discuss the precise shape of the problem of evil as it arises for 
Hinduism and the implications of the Hindu belief system for human mo- 
rality. Fundamental Hindu theological conceptions such as karma and sam- 
sara could be analyzed and their logical structure clarified.° Of course, this 
kind of careful philosophical treatment could be focused on the beliefs of 
any other world religion as well. An interesting yet complicating factor is 
that each major religion has its own philosophical tradition, a tradition that 
may not endorse the same approach we have used.‘ 

Ideally, the serious study of religion will lead to other disciplines out- 
side philosophy: anthropology, sociology, and psychology. Other disciplines 
add texture and complexity to our understanding of the reality of religion. 
Of course, the question of the bearing of these other disciplines on religion 
or on the philosophy of religion is itself a philosophical question. 

All of this shows that the philosophy of religion is a dynamic and grow- 
ing field, replete with stimulating and important issues—perennial prob- 
lems as well as virgin territory to be pioneered. All of this becomes part of 
the growing edge of the field of philosophy of religion. The growth of phi- 
losophy of religion in recent decades signals strong motivation among stu- 
dents and others to investigate important issues related to religion and form 
a responsible, rational position on them. We as well as others are showing 
ourselves quite motivated “to inquire,” as Aquinas put it, “in a rational way, 
into the things human reason can disclose concerning God.” 


STUDY QUESTIONS 


1. Discuss the kinds of attitudes appropriate to the fair and objective discussion of 
religious beliefs. 


2. After engaging in the analysis and appraisal of religious belief throughout this 
book, how 


3. would you assess the reasonableness or the truth of classical theistic belief? 


4, In light of all you have read so far, try to make the best case you can for theistic 
belief. 
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5. What topics in the philosophy of religion covered in this book would you be 
interested in pursuing more thoroughly? 


6. What issues in fields related to the philosophy of religion would you be inter- 
ested in pursuing? 


7. In what ways, if any, has studying the issues presented in this text changed your 
approach to religion? Changed you? . 


NOTES 


1. J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 1. Also see pp. 
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2. Fred Freddoso, The Existence and Nature of God (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1983). Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Remembrance of Things (Not) 
Past: Philosophical Reflections on Christian Liturgy,” in Thomas Flint, ed., Christian 
Philosophy (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 118-161. The 
volume in which this essay appears is devoted entirely to exploring the philosoph- 
ical ramifications of a variety of Christian ideas (e.g., the effects of sin) and practices 
(e.g, creedal affirmation). 


3. For an example of how the philosophical examination of concepts in a nonthe- 
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GLOSSARY 


accommodation—The view that in some portions of Scripture God has 
“accommodated” himself to human understanding by saying things that are 
not strictly true, but that are helpful in enabling us to grasp the intended 
message. (See double meaning.) 


actual infinite—A timeless totality that can neither increase nor decrease in 
the number of its members. 


analogical language—Language that draws meaning from one thing being 
like another thing in a certain respect. “God is our father” gets meaning in- 
sofar as God is like an earthly father. 


analytic proposition—A proposition that is true in virtue of the mean- 
ings of the words in which it is expressed; for example, “All bachelors are 
unmarried.” 


anthropomorphism, anthropomorphic—Using essentially human catego- 
ries for understanding God. 


apophatic theology—A way of “doing” theology based on the conviction 
that the divine transcends human categories of thought and therefore human. 
language. It is often said that we can speak of God in terms of what he is not, 
or via negativa. (Contrasts with cataphatic theology.) 


aseity—God’s self-existence; unlike finite creaturely realities, which have 
dependent existence. 


atheistic existentialism—There are no a priori absolute ethical values to 
guide our lives. We must create for ourselves the ethical values by which we 
will live. 
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basic belief—A belief that is accepted without being based on other beliefs 
one holds; for example, “I am now seeing a tree.” (Contrasts with derived 


belief.) 


Brahman—lIn Hinduism, the ultimate Being, which includes everything else 
within itself. (See pantheism.) 


cataphatic theology—the familiar theological practice of assuming that the 
human categories and human language can refer in a reasonably reliable 
way to the divine. (Contrasts with apophatic theology.) 


coercive power—The power to “make things happen,” to unilaterally 
determine that things shall occur in a certain way. (Contrasts with persuasive 
power.) 


coherent, coherence—The logical property of two or more propositions that 
are consistent and have a fit or internal relation to one another. 


coincidence miracles—An event that has a natural explanation available but 
for which the event sequencing—the fact that an event occurred in the time 
and place it did—makes it probable that God was directly involved. 


compatibilism—The view that free will is compatible with determinism; one 
is free if one is able to act upon one’s strongest desire, even if that desire was 
itself determined by previously existing causes. 


consistent, consistency—The logical property of two or more propositions 
that can be true together; not inconsistent; logically compatible. 


contradiction, contradictory—The logical property of two propositions such 
that when one is true the other is false, and vice versa. 


cosmological argument—An argument for God’s existence from the need 
to provide the best explanation for the existence of contingent beings or the 
universe. 


counterfactuals of freedom—Propositions that state, concerning each ac- 
tual or possible free creature, what that creature would freely (in the liber- 
tarian sense) choose to do in any possible situation in which that creature 
might find itself. 


critical dialogue—Same as critical rationalism. 


critical rationalism—The view that it is possible and appropriate to reflect 
critically upon religious beliefs, considering their rational coherence and ev- 
idential support or lack thereof, even though it often is not possible to show 
such beliefs to be true or false in a way that is convincing to all rational 
enquirers. 





Glossary 375 


defeater (for beliefs; epistemic defeater)—A defeater for a belief is another 
belief that, if accepted, makes it unreasonable to accept the first belief. For 
example, the credibility of a witness in a trial may be defeated if it is shown 
that the witness was bribed to testify as she did. A defeater defeater is simply 
a defeater for an alleged defeater. 


defense (against the problem of evil)—An argument that some argument 
from evil fails to show that theism is inconsistent, irrational, improbable, etc. 
No attempt is made to show that theism is true, plausible, probable, etc. 


derived belief—A belief that is accepted because it is supported by other 
beliefs one holds. (Contrasts with basic belief) 


determinism—The view that everything that occurs, and in particular every 
action of every person, must necessarily occur as it does because of previous 
circumstances. 


direct act of God—An event that occurs because God has directly modified 
or circumvented the relevant natural laws. 


divine command theory—The view that whatever God commands us to do 
is morally right and ought to be obeyed. 


double meaning (of Scripture)—-The view that some parts of Scripture 
have both a literal meaning, which is understood by uneducated persons, 
and an allegorical meaning, which is understood only by the learned. (See 
accommodation.) 


duty (epistemic)—An epistemic duty is an obligation persons are thought to 
have with respect to what they believe and disbelieve; in particular, an obli- 
gation to believe that which is supported by sufficient evidence. 


epistemic—Referring to the capacity or process for having knowledge and 
beliefs. 


epistemology—The branch of philosophy concerned with the nature, 
sources, and justification of belief and knowledge. 


ethics—The branch of philosophy concerned with right and wrong, good 
and bad, character and virtue. 


everlasting—Something that is everlasting exists at every moment of time; it 
has neither beginning nor ending. (Contrasts with timeless.) 


evidentialism—The view that religious beliefs are derived beliefs, to be ac- 
cepted if and only if they are sufficiently supported by the evidence. 


falsificationism—Advanced by logical positivists, it requires that all cogni- 
tively meaningful statements be able to be empirically falsified in principle. 
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fideism—The view that it is inappropriate to subject religious beliefs to crit- 
ical evaluation on a basis that goes beyond the religious belief system. 


foundationalism (strong)—Foundationalism divides all beliefs into basic 
beliefs and derived beliefs, and holds that derived beliefs should be accepted to 
the extent that they are supported by basic beliefs. Strong foundationalism 
adds that basic beliefs should be limited to those concerning which we are 
(nearly) infallible, such as self-evident beliefs and those things that are “evi- 
dent to the senses.” 


genuine option—A choice between alternatives that is “living” (both sides 
of the choice represent real possibilities for the person making the choice), 
“forced” (one has to choose one way or the other; it is impossible to remain 
neutral), and “momentous” (the choice has important consequences for one’s 
life). 


grounding objection—The objection to the theory of middle knowledge that 
the counterfactuals of freedom cannot be true, because there is no “ground” or 
basis in reality for their being true. 


impassibility (of God)—The view that God cannot be affected by human 
beings or other creatures; in particular, God cannot suffer or undergo nega- 
tive emotions of any kind. 


inconsistent, inconsistency—See consistent, consistency. 


indeterminism—The view that determinism is false, that there are some 
events that are not determined to occur as they do by anything in the past. 
(See libertarianism.) 


indirect act of God—An event that occurs as a result of the outworking of 
the natural laws created and sustained by God. 


ineffable experience—Experience that cannot be expressed or described by 
language. 


intelligent design—Narrowly, the label for an intellectual movement (with 
some political and religious associations; currently known as ID) focusing 
on special cases in biology that allegedly cannot be explained by Darwinian 
evolution. Broadly, any theistic view of the universe as created and in some 
sense ordered by God. 


libertarianism—tThe view that free will requires indeterminism, because in a 
free decision it must be genuinely possible for the agent to choose in either of 
two or more ways, with all previous circumstances remaining the same. 


logically necessary being—A being whose nonexistence is logically 
impossible. 
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maximal greatness—A property a being has in virtue of being maximally 
excellent in every possible world; it includes having such properties as being 
omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent. 


metaphysics—The branch of philosophy concerned with the nature and 
structure of reality. The related term “ontology” refers to a theory of what 
sorts of things exist. 


metatheodicy—A theory about the role, burden, or strategy that theodicy 
should take. (See theodicy.) 


middle knowledge—The theory that God knows the counterfactuals of 
freedom with respect to all actual and possible free creatures, and thus God 
can make his plan for the creation in complete assurance that the creatures 
will act in accordance with it. 


miracle—Generally understood as the action of a divine being to change the 
course of natural events, to bring about a new event that natural processes 
would not have produced. (See violation miracle.) 


monotheism—Accents the singleness and unity of the theistic deity. Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam are the historic monotheisms. 


moral absolutes—Moral principles that apply to all people at all times and 
places, regardless of what a culture or specific individuals think is right. 


moral argument—An argument for God’s existence from the existence of an 
objective moral law. 


moral continuity thesis—The moral principles given to us by God have 
their origin in God’s moral nature. God, therefore, would never act in ways 
contrary to how God would have us act. 


mystical experience—Experience that somehow allows the person to per- 
ceive or feel related to a divine realm, receive a divine message, etc. 


natural law ethics—Many of the basic moral principles by which God would 
have us live can be discovered by reflecting upon that which we have been 
given the rational capacity to learn about the nature of God’s world. 


natural theology—The project of proving or giving reasons for the existence 
of God, and other truths concerning God, on the basis of knowledge that is 
naturally available to all human beings. l 


naturalism (philosophical naturalism)—The position that nature alone in 
its totality is the only reality; there is no God or deity. 


necessary being—A being that, if it exists, cannot not exist. 


necessary existence—A being has necessary existence if it “cannot not exist”; 
its nonexistence is impossible. Often said to be true of God. 
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negative theology—The project of speaking about God by saying what God 
is not; for example, God does not have a body. 


neutralism—The view that one ought to approach religion, and other im- 
portant philosophical topics, from a “neutral” standpoint that assumes only 
what is known and accepted by all reasonable people. 


noetic—Having to do with the acquisition or employment of knowledge. 


omnipotence—God's property of being “perfect in power”; the precise defi- 
nition is controversial. 


omniscience—God’s property of being “perfect in knowledge”; the precise 
definition is controversial. 


ontological argument—An argument for God’s existence that begins with 
the idea of supreme perfection or unsurpassable greatness. 


open theism—The view according to which God is both omnipotent and 
omniscient, but does not have complete knowledge of what will occur in the 
future, because the future does not yet exist to be known. 


pantheism—The view that God is not a personal being, but an all-encom- 
passing reality that includes all beings within itself. Gee Brahman.) 


persuasive power—Power that is exercised by “persuading” other beings to 
act according to one’s desires, but without the ability to compel them to do 
so. (Contrasts with coercive power.) 


potential infinite—A finite number that can always be increased in time by 
adding to its members. 


principle of credulity—If something seems to be the case, and if there is 
reason to think that one’s faculties are functioning reliably and past experi- 
ence of this sort has not proven false, then it is probably true that it really is 
the case. 


principle of sufficient reason—For everything contingent that exists or hap- 
pens, there must be a reason or explanation for why it exists or happens. 


problem of evil—Philosophical argument to the effect that belief in God is 
either false, improbable, implausible, etc. in light of evil. Frequently divided 
into logical and evidential types of argument. 


process theism—A version of theism, derived from the thought of A. N. 
Whitehead, which holds that God has only persuasive power but not coercive 
power. 


projective explanation (of religious belief)—The explanation of religious 
belief as produced by “projection” of our psychological needs; for example, 
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God fills the need created by the fact that, after we are grown, our parents 
can no longer guarantee our safety and comfort. 


proof—An deductively valid argument in which all premises individually 
meet a very high standard (such as being necessary truths or being self-ev- 
idently true), 


properly basic belief—A properly basic belief is a basic belief that is properly 
so; that is, it is rationally justified and appropriate for a person to accept it in 
a basic way. 


proposition—An abstract entity that is what a declarative sentence asserts; 
it holds that a certain state of affairs obtains; is either true or false, although 
knowing its truth or falsity can be controversial. 


rebirth—The individual is reborn subsequent to his or her death. 


reformed epistemology—A theory of religious knowledge that holds that 
religious beliefs can be (and in appropriate circumstances are in fact) properly 
basic beliefs, which do not need to be supported by other beliefs one accepts. 


religious virtue ethics—The essence of ethical living is not to act in accord- 
ance with revealed rules (duty) but rather to be ethical; that is, to develop 
proper moral character. 


research program—An approach to a set of problems in science that is 
widely shared by a community of scientists. 


self-evident—A property of a proposition pertaining to its obvious truth, 
without further support, to a rational person who understands it. 


self-transcendence—Moving from primary occupation with oneself or the 
false self to realizing the true self in relation to the Other. 


simple foreknowledge—The view that God has complete and precise 
knowledge of the actual future, but not hypothetical knowledge concerning 
choices that persons would make under circumstances that never actually 
occur (see counterfactuals of freedom). 


soul—A nonphysical feature of humans, responsible for personal identity 
and certain mental functions like memory and rationality. 


statistical law of nature—A summary statement about the natural regularity 
we observe that maintains that counterinstances are highly improbable. 


strong rationalism—The view that, to be reasonably accepted, religious 
beliefs must be shown to be true (or, at least, to be probably true) on the 
basis of evidence that is accepted by all reasonable people regardless of their 
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previous state of belief or disbelief. (See evidentialism, neutralism, and strong 
foundationalism.) 


supernatural—A person, object, or event is supernatural if it is not a part of 
the ordinary system of nature and natural laws, as studied by the sciences. 


symbol, symbolic language—Nonliteral language that is particularly able 
to represent deep and important meaning. 


teleological argument—An argument for God’s existence that attempts to 
explain the significant means—ends order found in the world. 


telepathy—The ability of one mind to communicate with another mind 
without the use of the senses or signals. 


theism—tThe belief in a personal God who is creator of the world and is per- 
fect in knowledge, power, and goodness. 


theistic evolution—The view that God created and ordered the universe to 
operate by laws, with some variation of opinions possible about the degree 
and nature of God’s guidance in its ongoing operation. Typically opposed 
to the position of creationism on the young age of the earth and the special 
creation of all species. 


theodicy—Literally, “justification of God” in light of evil; an explanation for 
why God allows evil, suffering, tragedy. (See also metatheodicy,) 


theological determinism—tThe belief that everything whatever that occurs 
is predetermined to occur by divine decrees. 


theology—tThe intellectual discipline concerned with the knowledge of God, 
its coherent articulation, systematization, implications, etc. 


theory of appearing—A view of perception in which what is perceived is 
understood in terms of how it appears to someone. 


timeless—A being is timeless if it exists, but does not exist in time; it has nei- 
ther duration nor temporal location. (Often said to be true of God; contrasts 
with everlasting.) 


transcendence—tThe characteristic of the divine of being other than every- 
thing else in the created world. 


true, truth—A property of a proposition when it conforms to an actual state 
of affairs; pragmatic truth refers to the outcomes of acting on a proposition; 
truth as coherence refers to the agreement of a proposition with other propo- 
sitions already accepted. . 
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universal law of nature—A general statement about some natural regularity 
we observe that admits of no exceptions under normal conditions; often the 
regularity is thought to reflect underlying causal properties and powers of 
natural objects. 


universalism—tThe view that all persons, whether religious or not, will find 
ultimate salvation, liberation, or happiness without being obligated to fulfill 
the requirements of some particular religion. 


violation miracle—An event that occurs because God has entered our 
space-time continuum and directly modified or circumvented the relevant 
natural laws. 
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Omnipotence. See God: attributes of 

Ontological argument. See Theistic 
arguments: ontological 

Open theism (the openness of God), 
171-74 


Pantheism, 136-137, 139, 144, 148, 
153n. 2 
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Paradigm, 304-05, 307 
Paranormal phenomena, 237-39 
Perceptual experience of God, 
39-42, 134-36 
Perfect being theology, 138, 154n. 
7. See also God: attributes: 
perfection 
Person-relative view of proof, 80, 
105 
Personal identity, 23, 233-35, 
241-51, 254 
Personal transformation, 197-98, 
324, 327-36 
Personalistic predicates, 282-83, 
289n. 41 
Philosophical analysis: as linguistic 
analysis, 264-65, 272-75 
positivistic phase (logical 
positivism). See Logical 
positivism 
Pluralism, religious, 126, 326-33 
Possible worlds, 181, 192 
Principle of Credulity, 47-50 
Principle of sufficient reason, 90, 
109n. 31 
Problem of evil, 178 
for Christian theism, 179 
defense 
against the logical problem, 
181-83 
against the evidential problem 
defense (known as Skeptical 
Theist Defense), 186-87 
and divine providence, 157-74 
in the evaluation of theistic belief, 
201-02 
for non-Christian religions and 
worldviews, 179 
as requiring theodicy. See 
Theodicy 
Process theism, 159-61, 173 
Process philosophy and theology. 
See God: concept of in pro- 
cess thought. See also: the- 
odicy: process 
Proof(s). See also Theistic arguments 


of religious beliefs, 61-65 
whether theistic arguments are 
proofs, 79-81 
Properly basic belief. See Beliefs: 
basic 
Prophecy, 173 
Protestantism, 162 
Providence of God, 157-74 


Quantum physics, 86-87, 302, 306 


Rationalism 
critical rationalism, 69-70, 73-74, 
77n. 22 
strong rationalism, 61-65, 131n. 7 
Realism, 21, 26-27, 30. See also 
Nonrealism 
Reason, human power of, 13, 60-61, 
371 
Re-birth, 250-51 
Re-creation of persons after death, 
231, 243-49 
Reformed epistemology, 115-129, 
190, 204n. 31 
as consideration against viability 
of theodicy. See Theodicy: 
viability of 
Reincarnation, 230, 259n. 15 
Religion, definition, 6-8 
Religious commitment. See Faith: as 
commitment 
Religious diversity, 50-51, 126, 
319-21 
Religious ethics 
acquisition of, 350-54 
authoritative basis for, 348-50 
as commands of God, 346-47, 
348~—49, 363n. 8 
of duty, 358-60 
feminist, 360—62 
innate sense of, 352 
natural law tradition, 320-21 
relation to God’s goodness, 
350-52 
relation to the meaning of life, 
357-58 
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As feeling, 37-39, 45-46 
As interpretation, 42-44, 46 
As perception, 39-42, 46-47 
common core to, 51-55 
diversity of, 50-51 
interpretations of, 37-44 
justification of belief by, 45—40 
kinds of, 34-37 

Religious language 
analogical use of, 265-68, 275, 

280, 282, 287n. 4 
equivocal use of, 265-267 
falsification of, 268-72 
feminist interpretation of, 

277-81 
literal use of, 275-86 
symbolic use of, 275-77 
univocal use of, 265-66 
verification of, 268-72 
Wittgensteinian interpretation of, 

28-29, 272-75 

Resurrection 
of the dead, 211, 215, 230-32, 

247-48 
of Jesus, 5, 220-223, 248, 274 

Revelation, divine. See Bible: as 

revelation from God 


Salvation, 322 

Samadhi, 54-55, 294 

Science and religion, 23-24 

Scientific materialism, 129, 293, 
294. See also Scientific 
naturalism 

Scientific naturalism, 64, 294. See 
also Scientific materialism 

Self, as psycho-physical, 242-43. See 
also Soul 

Sensus divinitatis, 128, 133n. 31 

Simple foreknowledge, 167-73 

providentially useless, 170-71 


Skeptical Theism (as defense 
against the evidential argu- 
ment from evil), 186-88 
Skepticism (and skeptics), 65, 270, 
278, 302 
Soft facts, 169-70 
Soul, 231, 234 
critique of the concept, 239-41 
immaterial entity, 231, 234-38 
immortality of, 238-39 
Special theory of relativity, 150 
Strong rationalism. See Rationalism: 
strong rationalism 
Sustainer, God as. See God: attri- 
butes of: sustainer 


Teleological argument. See Theistic 
arguments: teleological 
Theism 
classical, 10, 11, and classical the- 
ists, 199 
cumulative case for. See Theistic 
arguments: cumulative case 
argument 
expanded, 11, 187, 188, 190, 193, 
195, 202 
process, 136-37, 144-45, 153n. 2, 
159-61, 173 
restricted, 11, 187, 191 
traditional, 136-152 
Theistic arguments, 79-106, 114, 188 
analogical argument, 93-94 
anthropic argument, 94-97 
atemporal cosmological argu- 
ment, 89-93 
cosmological argument, 85-93 
cumulative case argument, 
104—06 
intelligent design, 97-101, 110n. 48 
kalam cosmological argument, 
86-89, 109n. 40 
moral argument, 101-04 
ontological argument, 81-85, 
108n. 14 
teleological argument, 93-101 
Theodicy 
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best-of-all-possible-worlds, 192 
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free will, 195, 196, 197 
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natural law, 194 

process, 196, 198-200 

punishment theme in, 191-92, 
196 

ultimate harmony, 193 

viability of, 189-91 

whether appropriately based 
on greater-good strategy, 
185-86, 200 

Theology 
of nature, 308 
types of, 17n. 5 


Timelessness, of God. See God: 
attributes: timeless 
Trinity (Triune God, doctrine of), 
12, 154n. 14, 313, 371 


Vedanta. See also Hinduism: 
vedantic 


Warrant, epistemic, 126-29 

Wittgensteinian, 275 

World Trade Center, 179 

Worldviews, 9, 64-65, 67 
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God: attributes: worthy of 
worship 


Yoga, 54-55 


